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Mystery 


In this new Norman Conquest novel Berkeley Gray 
again breaks fresh ground, taking us into the heart 
of the Welsh mountains for our thrills and excite- 
ment. ... Joy Everard thought she was going for 
a nice quiet holiday when her hell-for-leather partner 
lounged at the wheel of the powerful Hispano and 
headed for the West country. What a hope! Before 
the dusk of the stormy autumn day arrived they 
were both in hospital, their beautiful car wrecked 
by mysterious enemies. . . . A rock-girt valley in 
the heart of Brecknockshire, its two entrance-passes 
guarded by enormous iron gates; a mysterious 
phantom train which comes from nowhere and 
disappears into thin air; a black and sinister lake 
where the bodies of murdered men are cast into the 
depths. . . . But Mr. Gray infuses his story with a 
chuckle lurking on every page. If you’re keen on 
thrills and laughter—Leave It To Berkeley Gray ! 
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ONE HOLIDAY—GOING WEST ) 


“ WELL, Pixie, old thing, it’s your show,” said Norman 
Conquest gaily. ‘‘ This is your holiday, and you’re giving 
all the orders—except one. As soon as we come in sight 
of a nice little inn, I’m going to have a drink.” 

The Gay Desperado’s voice had a lilting contentment 
in its tone, as though in key with the sweet whispering 
song of the Hispano Suiza’s engine, as the long silver- 
grey car went gliding westward along the open road. 
Norman Conquest was lounging comfortably behind the 
wheel, and it was good to know that for the next week 
or two there would be no hectic thrills or excitements. 

If Norman was lazily contented, Joy Everard, his 
staunch little partner and pal, was serenely happy. A real 
holiday like this had always been one of her dreams. 
A fine car, the open highway, and no definite plans! 
What did it matter if the autumn day was inclined to 
be chilly and blustery ? The West Country, in a vague 
sort of way, was the immediate objective. As soon as 
they had got rid of the little man in the back seat every- 
thing would be just fine. Not that Joy did not like the 
little man; she was, in fact, rather fond of him and his 
whimsical ways; but this was an occasion where three 
undoubtedly made a crowd. 

The girl’s sweet, elfin face was flushed with the whip 
of the fresh wind, and her eyes were fairly dancing. She 
had been looking forward to this holiday for weeks— 
and now, at last, it was a reality. 

‘“‘ Funny thing about the Ford V-8,” remarked Norman, 
as he glanced into the rear mirror. “‘ Been on our tail 
for miles. Nothing in it, I suppose... .” 

Joy glanced round at the large, brand-new saloon car 
which was rolling smoothly along some distance behind. 
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‘You haven’t bought the road by any chance ?”’ she 
inquired, with gentle irony. 

While her face was turned she gave Mandeville Living- 
stone a happy little smile. Mandeville Livingstone was 
the little man in the back seat, and he was Norman 
Conquest’s Man Friday. He was only a temporary 
passenger, and his sharp little eyes were alert and eager 
as he drank in the fresh beauties of the countryside. For 
Mandeville had spent years on the open road, tramping 
from county to county, sleeping in his little tent, making 
and selling his ingenious toy monkeys. The little ex- 
tramp was taking a holiday too; as soon as he saw a 
spot that appealed to him he would take his haversack 
and go back to the old life for two or three glorious 
weeks—but with a difference. He had money in his 
pocket, he had a care-free mind, and he didn’t care if 
it snowed. 

“Tf we were mixed up in some sort of hectic binge, 
I’d swear that Ford V-8 was tailing us,’ observed Norman 
after a while. “ Did you notice how I speeded up to 
sixty-five on that last stretch? Well, the Ford is still 
tagging along... .” 

“Listen, Desperado,” interrupted Joy, her voice 
ominously calm. ‘‘ You’re not trouble-hunting this trip, 
and nobody is after your blood. Forget the Ford V-8.” 

“ Okay,’”’ said Norman humbly. “ You’re the boss.” 

A mile farther along he espied a picturesque little inn, 
and pulled up. Joy took a general look at the rural 
countryside, and then glanced at Mandeville Livingstone. 

“This seems to be a nice spot for camping,’’ she 
hinted. 

“Yes, miss,”’ said the little man. “‘ But if I ain’t in 
your way at all, I’d like to go a bit farther. I thought 
somewhere in Oxfordshire might be nice. We shall be 
018, aye Oxfordshire, won’t we, miss ? ”’ 

‘ Oxfordshire,’ replied Joy firmly, “is the very n 
county we'll hit.” : cia : oS 

They entered the little inn, and Norman ordered 
drinks. Almost before these had been served, other 
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customers arrived. Two men came in, two hard-featured 
men in big travelling coats and soft hats; and it seemed 
to Norman Conquest that they gave him a searching 
look as they went to the quaint tap-room bar. He had 
never seen either of the men before, and he wondered 
why a curious little tingle ran up and down his spine. 
The men turned their backs and ordered whiskies. 

‘ There’s nothing like old-fashioned country beer,”’ 
said Norman as he drained his tankard. “ You ought 
to try half a pint of it some time, Joy——’ 

“ Let’s go,” said Joy briefly. 

They went out into the pale autumn sunshine and 
found the brand new Ford V-8 parked right behind the 
Hispano. Norman Conquest eyed the big saloon with 
thoughtful interest. 

‘““ What was the idea of calling me ‘ Joy’ just now?” 
asked the girl, giving Norman a straight look. ‘‘ Did you 
expect those two men to go pale at the gills? Am I so 
notorious that the very mention of my name will make 
strong men dodge for cover ? ” ; 

“T merely thought, my sweet, that if the blokes 
were really tailing us, and were not definite about our 
identity, the casual mention of your name might cause 
a little reaction,” explained Norman meekly. “ But 
there wasn’t any reaction that you could notice, so 
perhaps ...” 

“So perhaps you'll realise that .. .” 

““T’m a chump, that the Ford V-8 isn’t tailing us, and 
that I’ve got an imagination like a hashish swallower,” 
drawled Norman as he slid behind the Hispano’s steering- 
wheel. ‘“ All right. You win. And it’s your holiday.” 

“I was beginning to wonder,” said Pe 

Livingstone hopped nimbly into his seat and the long 
sports racer sleeked off along the sunny road. Norman 
looked entirely happy, although the rakish angle of his 
cigarette had a tightening effect on Joy’s lips. In the 
rear mirror he saw the two hard-featured men hurry 
out of the inn and scramble into the big Ford. 

“IT hate to reintroduce a subject which makes you 
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bristle like a porcupine, old thing, but the Sunshine 
Brothers are still with us,’’ observed Norman a few miles 
later. ‘‘It seems rummy, to say the least, that these 
sinister-looking blokes should be tagging along.”’ 

‘“‘Tsn’t this a main arterial road ? ”’ 

ae Yes.”’ 

‘“ Then it’s natural enough that other motorists should 
be using it,” said Joy reasonably. ‘“‘ The road doesn’t 
belong to us.” 

‘‘ But when I speed, they speed.” 

“What of it ?”’ 

“‘ Nothing, only... Well...” 

“There you are! You can’t even think of a good 
reason,” said Joy with a little gurgle of amusement. 
‘All it amounts to is that your trouble-hunting mind 
sees something mysterious and ominous in a perfectly 
ordinary happening.” 

Norman Conquest smiled and promised to be good. 
But this did not prevent him from noticing that the 
Ford V-8 was still just visible in the rear mirror twenty 
miles farther along. His five normal senses told him that 
the hard-faced men were just ordinary travellers, but his 
sixth sense kept making a nuisance of itself by butting 
in and whispering that there was something mysterious 
in the whole set-up. 

“Thirsty work, driving,” he said casually. ‘“ How 
about pulling up at this nice little inn for another spot ? ” 

They had just swung round a fairly sharp curve, and 
Norman Conquest himself had not seen the inn until he 
was in the middle of his lie about being thirsty. Deftly 
he turned the wheel, applied the brakes, and pulled up 
in front of the lonely hostelry. 

‘“ Now watch !”’ he murmured mischievously. 

There came a soft purr, a drumming of tyres, and the 
big saloon went shooting by and carried straight on. 

“Well, that’s that,’’ chuckled Norman. “ Okay, 
Pixie—you were right all the time.” 

_ Joy was able to laugh now. So the occupants of the 
Ford were just normal travellers, as she had guessed all 
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along. She willingly accompanied Norman into the inn, 
and Mandeville Livingstone was agreeable too. It was 
while the drinks were being served that the Ford V-8 
returned. Norman caught sight of it through the cur- 
tained window of the bar-parlour; the car swung into 
the open space in front of the inn and once again parked 
right behind the Hispano. 

‘“‘ Just ordinary, innocent travellers! ’’ he murmured, 
with a calm, straight look at Joy. 

The girl had no immediate reply. Her common sense 
told her that the whole thing was crazy, and it was 
simply a waste of time to try to puzzle it out. 

The two men came bustling into the bar-parlour, 
talking noisily of the relative merits of two well-known 
television receivers. They did not even glance at the 
other little group—and' this, in itself, was significant. 
Had they been commercial travellers, as they were 
patently pretending to be, they would have given Norman 
Conquest a friendly nod at this second meeting. 

As Norman finished his drink, his eyes were twinkling 
with mischievous amusement. 

“Let’s go, Pixie,” he murmured. “If these fellows 
want some fun, I can supply ’em with plenty!” 

“Wait just a minute while I go and powder og tae 
replied Joy with such devastating calmness that Norman 
experienced a momentary twinge of guilt. 

She went straight out, but made no attempt to seek 
the privacy of the ladies’-room ; she took quick steps 
to the front door and paused on the threshold. A happy 
little smile came over her pretty face. A farm-cart had 
pulled into the open space in front of the inn, and 
the corduroy-betrousered driver was just stepping into 
the tap-room. And the farm-cart was full of turnips. 

Joy Everard did not hesitate. She calmly selected one 
of the smaller turnips from the back of the cart, stepped 
round to the rear of the Ford V-8, and firmly jammed 
the turnip over. the end of the exhaust-pipe. 

“It’s an old trick, and I just hate pulling it on people 
who’ve never done me any harm,” murmured the girl, 
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‘but I’m not going to have my holiday blown higher 
than a kite before it even begins! So long, Sunshine 
Brothers ! ”’ 

As she went in she hastily dabbed a little powder on 
her face and then presented herself to Norman Conquest. 
They went out, taking the faithful Livingstone with 
them, and a moment later they were purring away. Joy 
did not fail to notice that Norman’s attention was 
clamped on the rear mirror, and he was looking so dis- 
gustingly happy that she felt no remorse. 

“Nice work!” she whispered contentedly. 

She had taken a casual glance over her shoulder. The 
two men had just jumped into their car, and she could 
see the driver frantically operating every control within 
reach. And the Ford V-8 remained beautifully stationary. 

“T don’t think you could have been right about those 
people, Desperado,” remarked Joy sweetly at the end of 
the first mile. “‘ They don’t seem to be tailing us any 
longer.” 

Norman gave her a quick look. 

“If you had had more time when you went out to 
powder your nose, young lady, I might be thinking 
things,” he said darkly. ‘‘ But you were only gone a 
couple of ticks, and that didn’t give you any time... 
H’m! I must have been wrong.” 

Behind his momentary disappointment there was a 
good-natured chuckle at his own expense. 

There was no trouble about roads; the one they were 
on was the main arterial highway to the West, and Joy 
was not going to give any further directions until they 
were somewhere in Wales. The day was getting rougher, 
but she did not care. A high wind was rapidly increasing 
into a gale, and flurries of dead leaves were constantly 
Sweeping across the road. Ragged clouds had made their 
appearance in the sky, and they were scurrying as though 
from some great terror. 

_ It was Joy who selected the charming half-timbered 
inn where they would stop for lunch ; but it was Norman, 
in the highest of spirits, who invited the courteous old 


ONE HOLIDAY—GOING WEST 15 


waiter to bring forth his choicest wine to grace the 
luncheon table. 

“Expense,” said Norman, “is of no consequence. 
“ Burrow deep into your cellars, my dear old major-domo, 
and dig out something really fruity.” 

The waiter, as gracious and mellow as the charming 
old coffee-room itself, smiled knowingly. 

“You don’t really mean that, sir... 

“ Listen, friend!’ interrupted Norman, gently seizing 
the waiter by the shoulders and twisting him round so 
that he was directly facing Joy. ‘“‘I ask you! Take one 
ey at the girl-friend. A good look. Do I really mean 
we” 

The old waiter gave a fatherly smile. 

“Yes, sir, I think you do,” he agreed, while Joy 
laughed merrily. “‘ Well, now, let me see...” He paused 
and a reverential look came over his face ; almost a look 
of awe. ‘‘ There’s one bottle. . . . Yes, the very last 
bottle. . . . I’m not sure that I ought to let you have it, 
sir.” 

‘“ Name this rare elixir,” said Norman firmly. — 

“Well, sir, it’s Dry Monopole 1933,” replied the old 
waiter in a low voice. ‘“‘ We’ve been keeping it for a very 
special occasion. .. .” 

“You’ll never have a more special occasion than this, 
brother, so trot it out!” interrupted Norman blithely. 

And as the waiter went on his errand, Norman glanced 
across the table at Joy, and the girl’s dancing eyes and 
flushed face gave him a brand of honest-to-goodness 
pleasure which was almost a new experience. They were 
alone in the coffee-room, for Livingstone was seeking his 
luncheon elsewhere. 

“TIsn’t it grand, Norman?” she murmured. “ Just 
you and I... . Not a care in the world. . . . It’s so lovely 
to be able to relax, to know that everything is peaceful 
and tranquil and safe.” ; 

“The next time you’re wearing spiked shoes, kick 
me,” he said with an unwonted humility. “ What a 
blithering chump I am, Pixie! Here you are, all set for 
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a peaceful, care-free holiday, and we’ve hardly started 
on the trip before I imagine that sinister thugs are after 
my blood! Sheer imagination, of course—as you pointed 
out in the first place.” 

Joy experienced a sense of guilt as she remembered the 
turnip and the Ford V-8, but she was spared the necessary 
of making a sufficiently careless-sounding reply by the 
return of the ancient waiter with the still more ancient 
wine. 

The bottle certainly looked its part; cobwebs and 
dust enshrouded the dark glass, and the waiter carried 
the precious vessel as though it were a time bomb. Norman 
eyed him with inward amusement, for this wine, rare 
enough to the waiter of the old country inn, was merely 
the product of a famous vintage year for champagne. 
But he would not have hurt the old man’s feelings for 
worlds. 

“Ah, the bounteous fluid,’ he said pleasantly as he 
extended a long arm and took possession of the bottle. 

“Be careful, sir—please!”’ begged the waiter tremu- 
lously. 

Norman Conquest swung round so that he faced the 
window, holding the bottle up to the light. 

Craaaaash ! 

In the fractional split second before the bottle burst 
into a thousand fragments, Norman turned his head and 
half-ducked ; he had seen the window glass star and 
shatter. Joy gave a little cry of alarm, and the waiter 
stood dumb with horror and mystification. Norman’s 
hand was still extended, but he held only the jagged- 
edged neck. 

‘“ What—what happened, sir ? ”’ faltered the old waiter. 

““ Nothing—much,” replied Norman Conquest, his eyes 
glinting like two fragments of blue ice. ‘‘ But if I hadn’t 
held the bottle between myself and the window at that 
second the bullet would have scored a bull’s-eye. And 
I object to being used as a bull’s-eye by anybody.” 

Before he had finished speaking he was at the window, 
flinging it open, and looking out into a small strip of 
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garden, with a thick hedge fairly close at hand—for the 
coffee-room was at the side of the house. There had been 
no report—which, in itself, was grimly significant. 

Norman vaulted out through the window as Joy leaped 
to her feet with sudden acute anxiety. But she knew how 
useless it would be to call him back, for his first instinct, 
when in danger, was to meet the danger face to face and 
force an issue. As he ran down the strip of garden to 
the side gate which led into the road, he heard a car 
roaring. He vaulted the gate in his stride, and was just 
in time to see a small, fast sports car careering away up 
the road. The main street of the small country town was 
nearly empty, and the few people who were about had 
evidently seen nothing out of the ordinary. 

“Well, well, well,’”’ murmured Norman, compressing 
his lips as he glanced up the leafy and secluded alley 
which ran parallel with the hotel garden. ‘‘ Easy enough 
to stroll up here and squint through the hedge and take 
a pot shot.... But why ? What’s it all about anyway ? ”’ 

He was puzzled—and angry. He had had a hunch all 
along that this particular day was marked for some 
special excitement, but he had allowed his better judg- 
ment to be lulled by his desire to please young Pixie. 
Curious that that bottle of wine should have saved his 
ie... . 

He hardly noticed that his hand was cut by fragments 
of the flying glass, and that his immaculate lounge suit 
was ruined by wine splashes. Trifles both. 

“The funny thing is, it couldn’t have been done by 
those blokes in the Ford V-8,’”’ he mused, as his gaze 
rested thoughtfully on his own car, which was parked 
outside the inn. ‘‘ Where do they come in—if anywhere ? 
And who... Hey, what the... Well I’m damned!” 

He took infuriated strides towards the beautiful 
Hispano. All four tyres were flat to the rims! And a 
brief examination showed that each tyre was ruined— 
cleanly slashed in the wall by some sharp penetrating 
instrument. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
THE OPPOSITION UNKNOWN 


THERE was a dangerous, aggressive squareness in the 
look of Norman Conquest’s chin as he slid into the 
Hispano’s driving-seat and started up the engine. He 
drove bumpily to a filling-station a couple of hundred 
yards along the main street. 

“Fit new tyres all round,” he instructed the goggling 
attendant. ‘Some funny lunatic has been playing 
games. See if you can get the job done in half an hour.” 

When he got back into the hotel coffee-room he found 
the mess cleared up, and Joy looking anxious and 
troubled. Norman shrugged as his eyes met her inquiring 
glance. 

““Somebody in a small sports car,” he said as he sat 
down. “ The blighting thing whisked off before I could 
get its number. Our playful pals are having some ex- 
pensive fun, Pixie. It costs plenty to fit four new tyres 
to a Hispano.” 

“ New tyres! You don’t mean——” 

eee. a GO.” 

cc Oh | »”> 

“What does it all mean anyhow?” he went on im- 
patiently. ‘‘ Why should these septic thugs try to stop 
us from taking a perfectly innocent trip to the West ? 
It doesn’t make sense.” 

“No,” said Joy in a small voice. 

He might have noticed something guilty in her tone, 
only his attention was distracted by the waiter, who had 
drifted towards the table and was now hovering ner- 
vously, 

‘It must have been an accident,” said Norman 


lightly. ‘Don’t let it bother you, grand-dad. Let’s 
have the eats.” 
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“ But that wine, sir.” 

“Forget the wine,” said Norman. ‘ Didn’t it save 
my life ? ” 

The luncheon, which was to have been a happy and 
leisurely meal, was marred by a sense of strain and 
tension. Joy was unusually quiet, and Norman restless 
and impatient. When they collected the faithful Living- 
stone and went to the filling-station they found the 
Hispano completely re-tyred and the manager on the 
spot, plus a fat bill. 

‘““ Why are you pushing on so hurriedly ? ” asked Joy, 
when they were once more on the road and Norman was 
sending the speedometer needle soaring. ‘‘ We’re not 
going to any particular place... .” 

“ Aren’t we ?” zipped the Desperado. 

“Whatever do you mean ? ” 

“Don’t ask me, little pal, because I don’t know,” said 
Norman between his teeth. ‘‘ But so many queer things 
have happened to-day that we must be heading straight 
for High Adventure.” 

“Is that what you call trouble ? ” 

“Damn it, young Pixie, be reasonable,” protested 
Norman. “ The opposition—unknown at present—started 
this binge, and I’d be nothing but a heel if I didn’t accept 
the challenge.” 

He spoke almost roughly. His temper was frayed, and 
he was irritated by the purposeless speed. Yet it would 
have maddened him to drive sedately. Perhaps the 
weather was affecting him. The wind had risen to a gale 
and there was a wild note in its song. Twigs and small 
branches, in addition to flurries of dead leaves, were now 
littering the road; a long straight desolate road with 
occasional clumps of trees straining and whipping right 
across the highway. 

‘A quiet, peaceful holiday,” said Joy bitterly. “It’s 
my own fault, I suppose.” She sighed. “ This is what 
comes of a guilty conscience!” 

Norman looked at her, a human question-mark. 

“ My guilty conscience ? ”’ 
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“Certainly,” replied Joy promptly. “ You’ve made so 
many enemies that you’ve always got half an idea that 
somebody is out to pay off old scores by filling you full 
of holes. That’s why you suspected the two men in the 
Ford V-8. They must have guilty consciences, too, 
because your actions, which would have struck honest 
travellers as normal, made them suspicious. Then, when 
they found that turnip... .” 

“Turnip?” said Norman politely. ‘ What turnip ? ” 

“The one I jammed over the exhaust pipe.” 

“Oh, yeah ?”’ Norman applied the brakes, brought 
the car to a standstill, and swung round on his little 
lady. ‘‘So you jammed turnips over the Ford V-8’s 
exhaust pipe, did you?” 

“Not turnips. Only one turnip. I wasn’t going to 


“T see. Just a little secret between you and the 
Ford V-8 ?”’ 

“How was I to know what would happen ?”’ asked 
the girl defensively. ‘‘I could see my holiday going 
fooey, and I really did think the men were just ordinary 
motorists, and that your marvellous imagination was 
responsible for the rest.’”” She pressed his arm. “I’m 
sorry, Norman. I was a young ass, of course. You always 
seem to know. .. .” 

“So that’s why the Sunshine Brothers checked out of 
the scenario?” said Norman, his quartz-grey eyes 
flickering. “I get it, Pixie! Those two blokes thought 
they recognised me and they were afraid that I was 
moseying into their affairs—which, presumably, are on 
the foggy side. How right you were about the guilty 
conscience! When you monkeyed with their car and 
prevented them from following they knew that I was 
after them—which is sheer undiluted drip, because I 
don’t know the blighters from Cain and Abel!” 

“Tm afraid I’m to blame. . .” 

“ Blame!’’ echoed Norman Conquest gaily. ‘‘ This 
business has all the earmarks of a twenty-four carat 
Adventure. .. .” He broke off, and his hell-for-leather 
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expression sagged. “But I’m forgetting, Pixie. It’s 
your holiday, and I promised... .” 

‘“ Then keep on forgetting,” said Joy, tilting her firm 
little chin. “‘ Dash my holiday ! Haven’t these unknown 
— tried to kill you? Go to it, Desperado! Do your 
stuff! ”’ 

“ Damn it, Pixie, you’re tops! ”’ sang out Norman, as 
he engaged gears and started off again. ‘‘ Did you get 
that, serf?’’ he added with a wicked back glance at 
Livingstone. ‘‘ We’re on the job again! ” 

“Gord love us, guv’nor, what job?” asked the little 
man. 

“ You’re asking me ? It’s what we’ve got to find out, 
my trusty servitor.” It was the old audacious “ 1066” 
speaking. “ Judging by the sticky events to date, the 
Unknown Opposition must be an organisation of some 
size.” | 

As Joy glanced at his flushed and happy face she gave 
one sigh for her lost holiday, and then her charming 
little face hardened. She could never have carried on 
with that holiday under the circumstances; and she had 
a little guilty feeling that it was her own impulsive 
action which had precipitated the whole schlemozzle. 

They drove on into the gathering storm, and Norman’s 
alertness remained at high tension. He had a hunch 
that as the earlier murder trap had failed, others— 
probably more juicy—were in active preparation. He 
could easily have turned into any one of the rural side 
roads and carried on across country until he hit another 
main arterial highway. But that wasn’t Norman Con- 
quest’s way. If there was any danger knocking about 
he preferred to go for it bald-headed. And when the 
source of the danger was an unknown quantity, it was 
a direct route to enlightenment. Norman didn’t care 
how many enemies were after his blood, but he did like 
them to come out into the open; then he knew just 
what he was doing. ; 

Mile after mile slid by, and the forbidding autumn 
afternoon grew wilder with every mile. At least a dozen 
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rustic spots had delighted the ex-tramp eyes of Mandeville 
Livingstone, but the little man had made no request to 
be dropped. With this strange and unexpected peril 
cropping up, he was determined to stick to Norman and 
Joy like a mustard plaster. 

Dusk found the car well into the west, speeding along 
the quiet highways of Herefordshire, and approaching 
the charming little town of King’s Midley. The feeling 
of tension was still acute, and a silence had fallen upon 
the travellers. Norman Conquest was super-alert because 
he was momentarily expecting another demonstration 
from the mysterious opposition. 

“What about tea? ’”’ asked Joy practically. 

“‘ King’s Midley—three miles,”’ said Norman, repeating 
the legend of the signpost they had just passed. “ We’ll 
stop in King’s Midley for tea and a discussion.” 

Joy noticed that he became as taut as whipcord at the 
approach of every motor vehicle. Commercial vans as 
well as private cars caused him to intensify his vigilance. 
But nothing had happened, and the stretch of road now 
in view was innocent of any car or pedestrian. It was a 
section where a new road surface was being made, and 
half the road was barricaded off. An idle steam-roller 
stood parked at the end of the section, and all the road 
workers had finished for the day. 

“We can’t go on like this,’ continued Norman, uncon- 
sciously increasing the speed as he felt the smooth new 
road under the Hispano’s wheels. ‘‘ I wouldn’t mind so 
much if I knew what the hell it was all about... .” 

“Norman!” cried Joy suddenly. ‘“‘ The steam- 
roller ! ”’ 

He had seen it in the same breathless flash. For no 
apparent reason the lumbering roller had started up and 
was moving broadside across the newly made section of 
road, completely blocking the Hispano’s path. 

Norman trod on everything. 

There was a high brick wall on one side, and a deep 
trench on the other. No choice at all. The steam-roller’s 
movement was so unexpected, so sudden, that a crash 
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was inevitable. The car was doing over fifty, and the 
distance was too short for safe braking. 

With locked wheels shrieking on the damp new road 
surface, the Hispano skidded bodily sideways. With a 
shrill crash of rending metal it slewed into the brick wall, 
with Norman clinging desperately to the wheel. The car 
rebounded and then careered across the new section of 

road, and through the rope on the other side. 
With a sickening jolt the end came. The beautiful 
Hispano rocketed into the excavation and overturned, 
hurling its occupants in all directions. 


CHAPTER THREE 
THE MAN WITH THE BLANCHED FACE 


It was all over in a flash. 

Norman Conquest and Joy Everard soared in one 
direction, to strike a big heap of rubble; Livingstone 
was pitched farther, and he went head first through the 
hedge. All three lay motionless, and blood was flowing 
freely. \ ; 
The silver-grey Hispano, pitched drunkenly on its 
side, was a pitiful sight. The wings were torn away, the 
windscreen was shattered, the radiator was twisted and 
squashed and the offside front wheel was lying yards 
away. 

The steam-roller, so quickly had the crash occurred, 
was still on its lumbering journey across the road; and 
there was no living thing at the controls. The massive 
front roller struck the solid brick wall, and there was a 
thunderous sound of destruction. Part of the wall 
collapsed with a roar, and the roller came jerkily to a 
standstill, emitting clouds of steam. 

The young driver of a laundry van came upon the 
scene just fifteen seconds later. 

“Holy smoke!” gasped the youth in horror. 

At first sight, the scene was like a miniature battlefield. 
A young man and a girl were lying either dead or uncon- 
scious with bleeding heads ; another man was sprawling 
in a grotesque attitude half in and half out of the hedge. 
Clouds of steam were arising from the broken radiator of 
the Hispano, and the air was heavy with the odour of 
petrol. 

Hil” yelled the laundry youth suddenly. 

In the rapidly gathering dusk he had caught sight of 
a figure at the far side of the adjoining field—a typical 
farm labourer, with a pitchfork across his shoulder. The 
man came running across the field. 
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“ Been an accident,” panted the young fellow, his face 
as pale as chalk. “If you’ll give me a hand, I’ll dump 
them in my van and take them to hospital. You'd better 
stay here. I’ll tell the police.” 

“Are they dead ?” asked the labourer stolidly. 

Neither of them had any doubt that they were on the 
scene of an ordinary road accident, and the suggestion 
of foul play never entered their heads. Consequently, 
they did not look about them for any sign of the wreckers. 
They concentrated one hundred per cent on the humane 
task of carrying the victims to the laundry van. 

Even a comparatively small amount of blood can make 
an extraordinarily alarming mess, and the laundry youth 
did not know a thing about first-aid, and his whole idea 
was to rush the victims to hospital. 

Within five minutes the van was shooting towards the 
nearby town of King’s Midley, and racing straight for 
the Cottage Hospital. The jolting and the throbbing of 
the engine helped to revive Norman, and he was just 
coming to himself when the van reached its destination. 
His first lucid thought was for Joy, and a look of terrible 
pain and anger came into his eyes when he saw her slim 
figure lying pitifully beside him. 

Unaided, he staggered out of the van as soon as it 
came to a standstill. The wind was fairly shrieking, and 
in the vague twilight he saw a neat and clean-looking 
building which was quite obviously a hospital. 

“I thought you were dead, mister!” gasped the 
young driver, as Norman stepped to the side of the van 
and beckoned. 

“Help me with the young lady,” muttered Norman 
dully. . 

They carried Joy in. 

Norman’s fears were set at rest very quickly. The girl 
was actually coming round even then, and she had 
escaped more lightly than either of her companions. 
A nasty bump on her head, a grazed elbow and a bruised 
knee were her only injuries. Norman, on the other hand, 
had to be patched up quite a bit. Dr. Roberts, the 
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medical officer in charge of the hospital, was firm in his 
refusal when Norman hinted that they might as well be 
on their way. 

‘‘ The young lady, yes—but you, no,” he said. “ That’s 
a very nasty cut on your head, young man, and you've 
lost a lot of blood. Your other injuries are not so serious.” 

‘Listen, my dear old doctor,” interrupted Norman 
Conquest gently. ‘‘ If you think I’m going to languish 
in hospital because of a few grazes, you’re all wrong. 
Incidentally, there are several mighty good reasons why 
we should be pushing on. This is a nice little hospital, 
and I shouldn’t like to see any harm come to it.” 

The doctor, who was a stoutish, jolly man, could make 
nothing of this remark. 

“Any harm come to the hospital?” he repeated, 
puzzled. 

“‘ Skip it,’’ advised Norman lightly. 

He learned that the unfortunate Livingstone had been 
carried into another ward, and the doctor was needed at 
once to attend to him. Norman’s first thoughts were for 
Joy, and he personally conducted her through the 
gathering twilight gloom to a little half-timbered inn 
called the Three Foresters nearby. It was very unlikely 
that any harm could come to her in the cosy private 
sitting-room behind the bar-parlour. He left her ordering 
tea, and went back to the hospital. 

Here he found the laundry van youth and the farm 
labourer, both of whom he thanked for their prompt 
attention, and left them staring somewhat dazedly at 
the crisp fivers he had pressed into their hands. 

Only Norman knew that the accident had been no 
accident at all, and he fostered the belief that the steam- 
roller must have been tampered with by some mis- 
chievous unknown, and that it had started of its own 
accord later. From the doctor downwards, everybody at 
the hospital believed that there had been no foul play. 
Indeed, foul play never occurred to them. 

When Norman went into the ward in which Mandeville 
Livingstone was accommodated, he found that it con- 
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tained two other beds, one of them empty. Livingstone, 
with a heavily bandaged head, was sitting up in bed in 
his shirt-sleeves. 

‘Lor’ love us, guv’nor, I’m glad you’ve come!” he 
said breathlessly, as he caught sight of Norman. “ They 
want to keep me here, sir, and I ain’t having none of it ! ” 

“Upon my soul! I’ve never seen such patients!” 
protested Dr. Roberts. ‘‘ What on earth is the matter 
with you? Why are you so jumpy? I’ve had to put 
several stitches in this man’s scalp, and he’s not fit to 
be moved. .. .” 

“ Are you staying, guv’nor ?”’ broke in Livingstone. 

“Well, no ....” 

“Then neither ain’t I!” 

And the little man hopped nimbly off the bed and 
went to a clothes-rack in a corner of the ward. Norman 
grinned as the ex-tramp commenced donning a grubby 
and tattered old tweed sports coat. 

“I think you’d better stay, Brother Mandy,” said 
Norman gently. “‘ You’re still in a daze. You’d better 
take that coat off and get into your own.” 

“But this is my coat, guv’nor,’” said Livingstone. 
“ Think I don’t know my own... . Gord!” He broke 
off, and a startled light leaped into his eyes. ‘‘ That’s 
funny !”’ 

‘““What’s funny, my man?” asked the doctor. 

“This here coat, sir! ’’ Livingstone was staring down 
at the sleeves and the patch pockets. “I put it on quite 
mechanical-like—and I’ll tell you why. It ain’t my coat 
now—but it used to be!” 

“Dear, dear! The poor fellow is wandering in his 
mind,” said the doctor, with a significant glance at 
Norman. “ He’s even worse than I thought. That coat 
belongs to the man in this other bed. . . . Poor fellow ! 
We don’t know who he is. .. . A tramp——” 

“ That’s right, sir—Bob Adams !”’ broke in Mandeville 
Livingstone excitedly. “ I last saw him a couple of years 
ago when I was on the road myself. Well, of all the rum 
goes. Fancy meeting old Bob in a place like this! 
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He went across to the other patient, and looked down 
at the death-like face. He started back as though struck. 
His own whimsical, crinkly face became charged with 
horror. 

‘““He’s dead, ain’t he ?”’ he muttered with a shiver. 
‘No man could look like this and be alive!” 

“Tsn’t he your friend, Bob Adams ? ” 

“No, sir! Bob was big and husky, with a face as 
brown as old leather. Not particularly tall, but what 
you might call beefy.” 

The man in the bed was so frail that his body hardly 
made any hump under the covers. The only part of him 
visible was his face, and it was a face so unnatural, so 
utterly dead white, that it scarcely seemed human. 
There are degrees of pallor which are natural enough in 
certain conditions of illness, but this was something 
quite different from pallor. The man’s appearance was 
unearthly. His skin and the flesh beneath it appeared 
to be of an almost transparent whiteness ; his eyes were 
sunken, and his skin lay in folds over his cheek-bones 
like the rucks of a loose handkerchief. His hair and his 
eyebrows and the stubble on his chin were all of the 
same dull, dead whiteness. 

Norman Conquest’s usually devil-may-care expression 
hardened into concrete lines; and yet, at the same 
time, there was a great pity in the depths of his quartz- 
grey eyes. He knew, with unerring certainty, that this 
poor devil had been through hell. 

“You must have been mistaken about the coat .. .” 
began Norman. 

+ No, sir, I ain’t mistaken,’ insisted Livingstone 
huskily. “ Think I don’t know my own coat? I had it 
fe five years, and that’s why I put it on automatic- 
ike. 

‘“ All sports coats are very much alike——” 

“ But they ain’t all got repairs like this one!” jerked 
the little man triumphantly. ‘ Look here, guv’nor ! 
Here, on the shoulder. See this star-shaped repair? I 
did that with my own hands, when I was tramping the 
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roads making and selling my little toy monkeys. It’s 
the coat I give old Bob Adams.” 

There could no longer be any doubt, and Norman 
Conquest turned and looked at the doctor with a strangely 
intent expression in his eyes. 

‘What do you know of this man ? ” he asked bluntly. 

“Very little,” said Dr. Roberts, with a helpless little 
shrug. “I’m sure I don’t know what’s come over the 
hospital these last two days! We haven’t had so much 
mystery and excitement for years! Take this poor 
fellow, for example. He was found unconscious by the 
roadside late last night, and when he was first brought 
in I thought he was suffering from the effects of starvation 
aggravated by exposure. But how can we account for 
the unnatural dead whiteness of the skin? I know of 
no illness or disease which can result in such frightful 
bleaching. He has been unconscious ever since he was 
admitted ; his pockets were all empty, and there were 
no laundry marks on his tattered shirt and vest. There 
are the strange telephone calls, too... .” 

“Strange telephone calls? ” 

“Yes. On four different occasions to-day a man has 
rung up, asking if the patient has recovered consciousness. 
Most aggravating fellow! Won’t say who he is, or where 
he is phoning from. The last call came through only 
half an hour ago—just after you were brought in.” 

“‘ And the complaint ? ” 

“ Malnutrition,” said the doctor. “‘ The poor devil 
must have been wandering about the hills and woods for 
days without a bite to eat. He collapsed from sheer 
exhaustion. But that doesn’t explain the other extra- 
ordinary conditions. I’ve had forty years’ experience in 
the medical profession, and I’ve never seen anything 
like it.” 

Norman Conquest was silent. His brain was as active 
as a dynamo. King’s Midley was on the main arterial 
road, and it was horribly clear that the unknown man 
in the bed had been subjected to some dreadful lingering 
living death. What if the men in the Ford V-8 had been 
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on their way to King’s Midley ? What if they had recog- 
nised the dashing Desperado, and had jumped to the 
startling conclusion that Norman Conquest was bound 
for King’s Midley, too? A long shot, perhaps, but it 
would explain, in part, the singular events of the day. 
. . . Or was he letting his imagination play fool tricks ? 

“About this friend of yours—this man Adams,’ 
ventured Dr. Roberts, breaking the silence and addressing 
Mandeville Livingstone. ‘‘ You say he was big and 
husky but not very tall?” 

¥ Yes,’sir:”’ 

“Well, you know, this unfortunate fellow is quite 
big-boned,”’ said the doctor. ‘‘ Before this strange 
malady brought him low I’ve no doubt he was quite 
hefty. I have seen the strongest and biggest of men 
shrink so much iv 

He broke off, for a violent squall of wind was roaring 
against the side of the house with such terrific force that 
the very building seemed to rock, and the windows 
shook and rattled. As the squall increased to a veritable 
blast of fury a dull crashing sound, accompanied by a 
shattering of glass, came from another part of the 
hospital. 

“Good heavens! What was that?” gasped Dr. 
Roberts. 

He hurried out of the ward, evidently anxious about 
the safety of his other patients; and as the door closed 
behind him Norman Conquest bent nearer to the bed. 
The strange patient had opened his eyes, and he was 
stirring. 

“ Gord love us!” came a hoarse cry from Livingstone. 
“It’s Bob Adams, sir! I know him now! Must be 
because he opened his eyes. . . .” The little man bent 
closer to the pillow. ‘‘ Bob! It’s me, Bob—the bloke 
you used to call Livvy!”’ 

The man in the bed turned his eyes slowly and uncom- 
prehendingly. He was not really conscious. He looked 
at Livingstone, but he looked through him without 
recognition. His pitifully thin lips were trembling. 
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“ Llandrood!”” he whispered with uncanny clarity. 
“It’s him, guv’nor,” said Livingstone with a shiver. 
“I wouldn’t never have believed it! So big and broad. 


Crash ! 

Both Norman Conquest and the little ex-tramp spun 
round as the big window-pane shattered into a thousand 
fragments. The Desperado’s lightning eyes caught a faint 
_ glimpse of something metallic as it rolled underneath 
the cot, which was immediately opposite the window. 

“Blimey, what was that ?”’ gasped Livingstone. 

Norman wasted no time in answering unnecessary 
questions ; he seized his manservant in a fierce grip and 
sent him hurtling across the ward towards the door, 
which he struck with a violent thud and then slid in a 
heap to the floor, dazed and uncomprehending. 

Norman did not even look at him. He took one step 
towards the bed, knowing that it might be his last living 
moment. The adventurous “ 1066”’ had not commanded 
troops in Venezuela, or prowled in the lowest dives of 
Chicago, without knowing a “ pine-apple ’”’ when he saw 
one! The thing which had rolled under the bed was a 
live bomb! That melodramatic mind of Norman’s had 
scored a bull’s-eye, after all ! 

It was fortunate for the young Trouble Hunter that 
the infernal thing exploded before he could even bend 
down. There came a sudden ear-splitting detonation, a 
dazzling flash of lurid flame, and as the ward was plunged 
into darkness by the shock of the concussion, the world 
seemed to come to an end. 


CHAPTER FOUE 
DEATH AT KING’S MIDLEY 


NoRMAN CONQUEST had a confused impression of the 
bed rocketing ceilingwards; then darkness shut down 
and a blast of air hurled him across the room. Masses 
of plaster fell with dull thuds, and Norman was aware 
of sharp stabbing pains in his shins. His ears were still 
filled with the roar and confusion of the explosion. 

Yet the force of the detonation had been purely local, 
and upwards. Ninety per cent of the death-blast had 
shot straight into the bed, and only a few flying frag- 
ments had escaped into the body of the room. 

“Guv’nor!’’ came a hoarse voice, full of agonised 
anguish. “‘Oh, thank Gord, you’ve come, sir!” The 
door had opened, allowing a stream of light to enter the 
dust-laden atmosphere of the ward. “My guv’nor, sir! 
He must be dead.” | 

“In heaven’s name, man, what has happened ? ” 
ejaculated Dr. Roberts in horror. ‘ It sounded like an 
explosion 

“ Just what it was!” came a hard, clipped voice from 
the murk. “‘ Look after your patient, doctor!” 

Livingstone uttered a choking cry of thankfulness as 
he recognised Norman Conquest’s voice. But Norman 
himself did not appear ; Norman was taking a clean leap 
through the window, all the glass of which had been 
blown out. 

He landed with a jarring thud on a hard asphalt path, 
and as he recovered his balance, the wind, sweeping 
round the building, nearly toppled him over. The dark- 
ness was not complete ; there still remained just a faint 
suggestion of twilight. Norman Conquest looked about 


him quickly, his lips set in a straight line, his heart as 
cold as flint. 
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“ Hell!” he muttered fiercely. 

Almost the first glance he took told him that his quest 
was hopeless. The asphalt path was dry, for no rain had 
fallen for an hour. On the other side of the path was a 
background of thick laurels. In one direction the path 
led to the front of the Cottage Hospital, and in the other 
direction it petered out in a kind of paved yard at the 
rear. No footprints—no possibility of picking up a trail. 
The mysterious assassin had had plenty of time to escape. 

It was not like Norman Conquest to waste time in use- 
less endeavour. He spun round and raced back to the 
building, now a scene of confusion and excitement and 
near-panic. A few people, breathless, were beginning to 
appear from the road. Norman ignored them. He ignored 
their shouted inquiries. 

He found Mandeville Livingstone sitting on a bench 
in the passage, dust-grimed and dazed. Dr. Roberts and 
two nurses were just in the act of placing a sheet over 
something which lay on the floor outside the door of the 
wrecked ward. One or two other nurses were hurrying 
about, attending to frightened patients. 

Dr. Roberts approached Norman shakily. 

‘“‘ What happened ? ”’ he asked, his voice hoarse. “ You 
said something about a bomb? I can’t believe such a 
thing. I can’t believe that anybody...” 

i. The patient is—dead ? ” 

“Dead? Yes.” The doctor passed a hand over his 
eyes. ‘‘ Poor fellow, he must have been killed instantly. 
The full force of the explosion went straight upwards, 
clean through the mattress. . . . Horrible!’”’ Roberts 
pulled himself together. “ Did you identify him, after 
all?” 

‘No,’ replied Norman Conquest, quickly and deliber- 
ately. ‘‘ He’s not the man my valet once knew. It’s a 
pity he died like that, without saying a single word.” 

Mandeville Livingstone’s mouth was half-open, where 
it had hesitated as he was in the act of speaking; he 
gave Norman a keen, understanding glance and closed 
his mouth again. 

L.T.C. C 
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‘‘ Appalling that such a thing should have happened 
in my hospital,’’ went on the doctor dazedly. “1 knew, 
from the first minute, that there was something strange 
and terrible about the patient, but I never dreamed in 
my wildest moments that he would be the victim of 
cold-blooded murder. It’s—it’s grotesque! It’s positively 
fantas .. . Good God! What’s that blood on the floor ? 
You're injured, man!” 

Norman looked down at his shoes and the floor, and 
for the first time he was aware of his injuries; he had 
only been half-conscious of the stabbing pains in his 
shins at the moment of the explosion. 

“It’s nothing—only scratches,” he said absently. “I 
was lucky to escape so lightly. . . .” 

“He saved my life, the guv’nor did, sir,’ interrupted 
Livingstone, turning eagerly to the doctor. “‘ Gave me 
a shove which fair knocked me over like a ninepin. I 
thought he was off his head for a minute. You never 
saw such speed, sir! ”’ 

The doctor wanted to examine Norman’s injuries at 
once, but at this moment the police arrived. The inspector 
was very flurried and agitated ; Dr. Roberts and his staff 
were still more or less dizzy. Norman Conquest was the 
only Sacra present with a cool head. 

“Murder, inspector?” he said easily. ‘‘ Yes, of 
course it was murder. The devil of it is, the poor blighter 
was killed before he could recover consciousness, and he 
remains unidentified. It’s perfectly clear that the killing 
was done to shut the man’s mouth.”’ 

“Might I know your name, sir? ”’ 

“ Certainly,” replied Norman Conquest, without hesita- 
tion. “‘ Anstruther—Captain Clifford Anstruther. This 
is my servant, John Botts.” 

Norman watched the inspector as he made laborious 
notes in his official book ; and Norman knew quite well 
that he might be required to give evidence at the inquest, 
and that his real identity would be discovered. But he 
also knew that when the morning papers carried the 
sensational story of the murder, only a couple of chance 
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visitors would be mentioned—a Captain Anstruther and 
his servant. 

“You didn’t see the man who threw the bomb, 
sir?” 

“ Botts and I saw nothing but the shattered glass. 
After the explosion I jumped through the broken window, 
but there wasn’t a sign of a living soul,” replied Norman 
smoothly. 

The doctor butted in at this point, insisting upon 
looking at Norman’s injuries without further delay. He 
found that there were several jagged tears in the flesh of 
Norman’s left calf, and they had been bleeding profusely. 
The right shin and ankle were torn in one or two places 
too, but the bones were not damaged. 

“The flying fragments only glanced off, luckily for 
you,” said Roberts, after he had bathed and bandaged 
the wounds. “I’m not sure that you ought not to stay 
in the hospital, Captain Anstruther. You’ve lost a good 
deal of bloo zy 

“That’s all right, doctor; I always carry a spare 
supply,” interrupted Norman easily. “By the way, 
inspector, if you want to see me again—and I don’t 
really suppose you will—you’ll find me at the Three 
Foresters for the next hour. I’d like to give you more 
help, but, frankly, I know no more than you do.” 

His debonair manner impressed the police officer very 
favourably, and Norman had no trouble in making his 
exit. He took Livingstone with him, and the latter 
expressed his relief in no uncertain terms. 

“Fair scared I was, guv’nor,” said the little man ner- 
vously. ‘‘ What did you want to give them wrong names 
for? We’re likely to get into trouble, ain’t we? It ain't 
as if we’d done anything wrong... .” 

‘Brother Mandy, you don’t even begin to freeze on,”’ 
interrupted Norman Conquest, his voice so charged with 
grim relentlessness that Livingstone hardly recognised it. 
“ Wait until we get to the pub. Unless my hunch is 
Grade C, we’re on the tail of the murkiest hell-brew that 


ever simmered ! ”’ 


? 
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‘“‘ Yes, sir,” said Livingstone bleakly. 

When they reached the open front courtyard of the 
inn, the red-curtained windows of which were glowing 
with friendly invitation in the darkness, the gale was 
steadily increasing to a regular autumn snorter. 

“Wild night, guv’nor,’’ muttered Livingstone, the 
words driving back into his own teeth. 

‘““The wildness of the night, serf, is a flat calm com- 
pared with the things that are going on inside my head,” 
retorted Norman Conquest. “‘ Better not come too near 
me or you'll get scorched ! ” 

They found Joy in a mellow, low-ceilinged old room 
where the table was loaded with all manner of attractive 
foodstuffs. A paraffin lamp with a big shade was casting 
a warm glow over the snowy cloth and the willow- 
patterned crockery. 

“Any more excitement ?’’ asked the girl. 

“°*Struth!’’ Mandeville Livingstone stared at her. 
“Ain’t you heard, miss ? Why, the guv’nor might have 
been killed! His legs are badly injured, and...” 

“Norman! What does he mean?” Joy’s voice was 
breathless and full of concern. ‘‘ What happened ? ” 

Norman pointed to the table. 

“The best thing you can do, Brother Mandy, is to sit 
down here and fill your face—and keep it filled,’’ he said 
crisply. ‘“‘ Then you won’t be able to make any more 
fat-headed remarks like that last one. A few scratches, 
Pixie, old thing. Forget ’em. There are more important 
things to discuss.” A 

She looked at him in that calm, serene way which was 
so characteristic of her; and she was aware that her 
heart was beginning to play funny tricks. She had seen 
the same hell-for-leather expression on Norman Conquest’s 
face when he had set out after Glibley, the notorious 
white-slaver, and when he had forced the issue against 
Count Rurik Voegler. But this evening there was a shade 
of difference ; a hardening of the lip-line, and an added 
chill to the quartz-grey glint. 

She sat down at the table and looked at him question- 
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ingly. In short, terse, vivid detail he told her of the 
tragic happenings at the Cottage Hospital. 

‘ There’s something so devilish behind all this, young 
Pixie, that the opposition—whoever they are—were 
ready to take crazy risks to prevent poor Adams speak- 
ing,’ he went on, flicking a cigarette into his mouth and 
lighting it as though by some feat of legerdemain. “‘ Just 
look at the facts! Adams’s condition proves two things. 
It proves that he had been confined for months in absolute 
darkness, and something worse, and that he escaped from 
that horror only a day or two ago. From the moment 
of his escape he lurked in the woods and hills without 
food, without hope of food, since he dared not show 
himself. The opposition lost track of him—until this 
morning.” 

“When they saw the report in the papers? 

“Yes. They read that he had been picked up near 
King’s Midley late last night and taken to the Cottage 
Hospital,” answered Norman, as he paced restlessly up 
and down in front of the open fireplace with its cheerful 
blaze. ‘‘ They dared not claim him, and yet they were 
afraid that he might talk. They were more or less 
helpless during the daylight hours, but as soon as 
darkness descended—before it had fully descended, in 
fact—they took action in the shape of a grenade, certain 
to kill. It was any odds that they would kill a nurse as 
well, but they didn’t care. It was just luck that Mandy 
and I were alone with the patient at the time.” 

“Sure of that ?”’ asked Joy shrewdly. 

“You mean—this septic bomb-thrower recognised me 
and thought it a good idea to include me in the pro- 
gramme ?”’ said Norman Conquest, coming to a sudden 
halt. ‘‘ Yes, I think you’re right. And he’s one of the 
crowd that’s been after us all day.” 

‘“‘ That’s likely,” admitted Joy. 

““What’s the position now?” Norman sat down at 
the table and absent-mindedly helped himself to an 
attractive looking meat pasty. “It’s already all over 
King’s Midley that the poor devil in the hospital died 
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without recovering consciousness, and that he remains 
unidentified. This same report will appear in the morning 
newspapers.” hs 

‘“T get it,” said the girl nodding. ‘“‘ The opposition 
will hug itself, and think that it has put over a fast one. 
No mention of your name in the reports ; only a reference 
to a nondescript Captain Anstruther. So the killers will 
think they’re safe.” 

Norman’s eyes glinted like rapier points. 

“But they’re not safe, my sweet!’ he said softly, his 
voice so charged with electricity that Joy half-expected 
to see sparks. “‘As soon as we've fortified ourselves 
with these bilious-looking foodstuffs we’re going after 
them! And if you call that being safe...” 

“T don’t,” interrupted Joy calmly. ‘But there’s a 
snag, Desperado. How do you propose to get on the 
opposition’s track ? Or am I wrong? ” 

“You're wrong to Hades!” retorted Norman 
Conquest, the old battle light blazing in his eyes. 
“You haven’t forgotten, by any chance, that Adams 
whispered the word ‘ Llandrood’ just before the bomb 
exploded ? ” 

“T haven’t forgotten it, but ‘Llandrood’ means 
nothing to me.” 

Norman sat back in his chair, took a large bite out of 
the pie, and chewed it reflectively. Mandeville Living- 
stone, who had been sitting all this while as inactive as 
a statue, took his cue and started eating. But he never 
removed his eyes from Norman Conquest. There was 
something in the Gay Desperado’s appearance which 
held him utterly fascinated. 

“ That word ‘ Llandrood’ is the key to lots and lots 
of—fun,”’ said Norman slowly; but he used the word 
“fun ”’ from force of habit, for his face was a mask of 
relentless purpose. “ You might think I’m taking a long 
shot, but I know. I can’t tell you why I know, but the 
hunch is like the reek of a battlefield. The fact that 
Brother Mandy identified his old pal of tramping days is 
neither here nor there. Any man, treated in the same 
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way, would have turned my blood to molten lava—which 
is its present condition.” 

He rose from his chair as though the seat had suddenly 
become red-hot. His pie was forgotten, he automatically 
lit another cigarette, and blew deep smoke clouds from 
the depths of his lungs. 

““ Last winter there were brief paragraphs in the papers, 
now and again, about a mysterious ‘Phantom Train’ in 
the Brecknock hills,” he went on tensely. ‘An old 
branch line, abandoned for years, completely discon- 
nected from the main railway. Remember, Pixie? On 
dark and stormy nights all sorts of weird things happened, 
including the vanishing of sheep from a big farm on the 
other side of the mountain. A narrow valley, where a 
rich man lives like a recluse, with great iron gates guarding 
the only passes into the valley ! ” 

“But you don’t believe all that journalistic tripe, 
surely ?”’ asked Joy in surprise. “‘ I remember reading 
something about it, and I also remember that you threw 
your newspaper aside with a snort of disgust... .” 

“Which only goes to show, my pet, that there are 
stranger things in heaven and earth than ever appeared 
in a blood-and-thunder thriller,” interrupted Norman 
imperturbably. “ You’re quite right. I didn’t believe 
in that wild story when I first read about it. But I believe 
in it now. The name of this valley where the mysterious 
recluse lives is—Llandrood ! ”’ 

“Oh!” exclaimed Joy under her breath. 

“ Gord!” said Mr. Livingstone. 

“ Brecknock is the next county,” said Norman Con- 
quest, turning his gaze towards the curtained window as 
though he could see into the next county. “ Listen, 
folks! It’s fantastic—crazy—but it adds up! Poor Bob 
Adams’s ghastly appearance, his escape from some un- 
named horror, his brutal killing—all these things fit into 
a grim and terrible setting. We're not dealing with 
rumours and rustic fairy-tale. We saw Adams, and 
Adams was bumped off in front of our very eyes—and the 
only word he was able to utter was ‘Llandrood ’! Doesn't 
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it begin to stick ? Isn’t it absolutely certain that this 
unfortunate bloke escaped from Llandrood Valley ? ”’ 

“Tt isn’t certain,” said Joy, her own eyes beginning 
to shine like stars, ‘‘ but I suppose it’s good enough to 
get you off the mark.” 

Norman threw his cigarette into the fire, and sat down 
at the table again, reaching with both hands for eats. 

“You bet it’s good enough to get me off the mark, 
and there’s no time like the present,” he replied briskly. 
“What are we waiting for? Let’s get outside of this 
feed and be on our way! We're not going to give the 
opposition time to congratulate themselves! We’re going 
after them—now !”’ 

He drew his chair nearer to the table, and one could 
almost hear the clank of armour and the jingle of spurs. 


CHAPTER FIVE 
ON A DARK AND STORMY NIGHT 


NoRMAN CONQUEST’S usual luck was with him that night. 
At the King’s Midley Motor Company he secured a 
powerful Lagonda sports racer which packed as much 
concentrated energy as the Hispano. And when the car 
went purring out of King’s Midley half an hour later it 
took the Talgarth road, and the night was working itself 
up into a wild and riotous tumult. The wind: came 
roaring and blustering through the valleys, and the 
clouds, ragged and tattered, were racing like frightened 

wraith shapes out of the north-east. . 

Seldom, indeed, had the elements been so in accord 
with Norman Conquest’s mood. Even his driving was 
unusually daring to the point of recklessness. He could 
see the pitiful, wasted face of the murdered man in his 
mind’s eye as he stared into the darkness ahead. Joy 
Everard sat by his side, calm and unruffled, but Mande- 
ville Livingstone was frankly dazed by the swift events 
of the evening. 

Norman had dispensed with the formality of calling 
on the King’s Midley police and informing them of his 
departure. He had no wish to be delayed by a lot of 
ofhcial red tape and rule-of-thumb regulations. 

““I remember the farmer’s name now—the bloke who 
kept complaining that his sheep were disappearing,” said 
Norman, as they got out into the country. “ The first 
thing to do is to get in touch with Mr. Griffith. He'll 
give us the low-down on the whole mysterious business.” 

The more deeply they penetrated into the County of 
Brecknockshire, the stormier became the night. The 
Lagonda went gliding down long and tortuous hills, and 
she roared up young mountains. In the more exposed 
spots there were many signs of damage. Trees were 
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down, and the roads were littered with flurrying clouds 
of leaves, twigs and whole branches. More than once 
Norman had to stop the car while he and Livingstone 
shifted the bigger obstructions. 

But it was only a little after ten o’clock when they 
penetrated into the very heart of the mountainous Welsh 
county, and were within a few miles of the Llandrood 
Valley. This spot was so insignificant that it was not 
mentioned on any map, but Norman remembered from 
the earlier newspaper reports that Llandrood was within 
a few miles of the isolated little village of Caerlyn. 

Rounding a sharp corner in a narrow secondary road, 
Norman saw twinkling lights in the distance ahead, and 
he eased the throttle. One of the lights was beginning 
to wave about warningly, and he could glimpse shadowy 
figures on the road. The wind was particularly fierce 
and bitter here, for the spot was very exposed. On one 
side yawned the black gulf of a steep ravine, and on the 
other side the tree-clad hill reached far up towards the 
storm-racked sky. 

“Can’t get any farther along this road, sir,” said a 
stout, friendly-looking police sergeant, as the Lagonda 
came to a stop. “‘ There’s a big elm down right across 
the road, and a couple more within a hundred yards.” 

There were one or two other men standing about, and 
they now clustered round the powerful sports racer, 
eyeing it with respectful deference. 

““Isn’t this the road to Caerlyn ?”’ asked Norman. 

SS ke 

“ And to Mr. Griffith’s farm ? ” 

““ Indeed it is, sir, if you mean the big Mount Caerlyn 
Estate,” replied the sergeant. ‘‘ That’s owned by Mr. 
Evan Griffith, although nobody hereabouts calls it a 
farm. There’ll be no getting through to Mount Caerlyn 
to-night, sir.” 

““Isn’t there another road ? ” 

_’ Not to Caerlyn Manor, sir,” said the sergeant, shaking 
his head. ‘‘ This is the only one, and it goes right round 
the mountain, after skirting the lower end of Llandrood 
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Valley. We haven’t had such a wild night for years. 
They say that there are more trees down on the other 
side of the bluff.” 

“ Well, Sergeant——” 

“ Price is the name, sir.” 

“Well, Sergeant Price, what’s wrong with going 
through Llandrood Valley?” asked Norman. “ Isn’t 
there a road that way ? ” 

The police officer laughed in a strange, forced manner. 

“Not unless you care to go through the old disused 
railway tunnel, sir,’”’ he replied, with a significant glance 
at the man nearest to him. 

There was an ominous silence, broken only by the 
roaring of the wind on the tree-clad hillside. 

“Forgive me if I seem inquisitive,” said Norman 
Conquest politely, “‘ but what’s the idea of all this silent- 
picture technique ? All this wagging of heads and rolling of 
eyes ? Don’t you admit strangers into your secrets ?”’ 

The stout sergeant coughed rather sheepishly. 

““ The fact is, sir, there’s no man in these hills who'd 
go through the old Llandrood tunnel at night for a 
thousand pounds! ”’ / 

“Tl go through it for nothing,” said Norman calmly. 
“ Where is it ?” 

Price’s manner changed. 

“Best not go trespassing on Humphrey Piggott’s 
land, sir, unless you want to get into a lot of trouble,” 


he said earnestly. “It’s not only that... . We haven't 
had such a night as this since last February, and there’s 
some who say that they saw the Train. . . . Not that I 


believe such nonsense, sir,’’ he added, recalling himself 
with a start. _ 

‘‘ Let me hear some of this nonsense, brother,’’ invited 
Norman, opening his cigarette-case and offering it round. 
“Tf you knew how much I loved nonsense... .” 

“Seriously, sir, there’s no way to Caerlyn to-night,’ 
said the sergeant abruptly. ‘‘ You’d best go back along 
this road about a mile and then turn left where there’s 
a little lane. Go down the long hill, and over the level- 
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crossing at the bottom, and then you'll come to Tonypyll. 
There’s a nice inn—The Waggoner—just on the out- 
skirts.” . 

‘“Thanks for the information, my dear rural sergeant, 
but it’s not the information I asked for,’’ drawled Norman 
‘Conquest. ‘‘ You were talking about a train... .” 

‘It’s only a tale that’s been going the rounds in these 
Welsh hills, sir,’’ put in Price uneasily. “‘ You see, there’s 
a stretch of line which used to belong to the old Brecon 
and Merthyr Railway; no ordinary passenger train has 
run along those rails for twenty or thirty years, and 
there’s a tunnel which cuts under the mountain. It goes 
through the Llandrood Valley, under the mountain and 
then on to Caerlyn, which used to be the terminus.”’ 

“And the Phantom Train ? ”’ 

‘“ Forget it, sir,’’ said Sergeant Price gruffly. 

He closed up like a clam, and the other men, making 
strange Welsh grunts, drifted away. Perhaps there was 
some superstitious reason for not discussing the subject. 
Norman had not failed to notice the complete silence of 
the other men, and their suspicious, almost hostile, 
attitude. Which was strange, for the Welsh are usually 
so courteous and friendly to the visiting stranger. 

So Norman Conquest shrugged and gave it up. No 
man hated being thwarted more than he did, particularly 
when his every fibre urged him on; when every flurry 
of the gale was like a shouted challenge. But the size 
of the great elm tree which lay athwart the road pre- 
cluded any possibility of driving on. The Lagonda was 
a fine, car, but no steeplechaser. 

“ Oh, well, guv’nor, maybe it’s all for the best,” said 
Livingstone in his philosophical, whimsical manner. 
“Them legs of yours must be hurting something 
chronic.” ‘ 

He was interrupted by a soft little laugh from Joy. 
Norman had turned the car about by now, and was 
obediently obeying the sergeant’s instructions, and going 
back along the road. He even took the narrow turning 
to the left, as directed. 
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“I wonder,” said Joy reflectively, ‘if that old railway 
tunnel is safe ? ”’ 

-“ Beg pardon, miss ? ” 

“If you think that Mr. Conquest is going to meekly 
put up for the night at The Waggoner, Mandeville, 
you'd better have your head examined,’’ said the girl. 
“The old level-crossing is at the bottom of the hill, I 
believe ? ”’ 

_ A wicked chuckle escaped Norman. 

“I once rode the ties—sleepefts to you—half-way . 
across the State of Arizona, when hundreds of miles of 
State Highway was washed out in a tornado,” he said 
smoothly. “‘A bumpy, uncomfortable joy-ride, believe 
me! But it shows that it can be done.” 

He glanced up at the sky. The torn tatters of cloud 
were still racing one another, but they had thinned out, 
and a half-moon was just visible over the edge of a distant 
mountain ridge. When he switched off the headlights 
for a brief spell he found that he could still drive quite 
comfortably, and there was something rather awe- 
inspiring in the wild grandeur of the scenery—now all 
the more impressive because of the eerie moonlight and 
the raucous voice of the gale. 

The long car glided silkily round a sharp bend, and 
the road dipped precipitously, the surface so broken and 
stony that the tyres had some difficulty in keeping a 

rip. 
What have we here ?’””’ murmured Norman, applying 
the brakes. 

If he had not been keenly on the look-out for the old 
level-crossing he would have missed it altogether. There 
were no gates, and where the gates had once stood were 
dense tangles of briar and bramble. Norman hopped 
out of the car, and took a few paces along the weedy 
trail which had once been the permanent way of the 
branch line. It was only a single track, and the rusted 
metals were still attached to the sleepers. The latter 
were nearly buried in ballast and earth. 

“ Tf it’s like this all the way, we can do the trip without 
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a single jolt,’ said Norman briskly, as he returned to 
the car. ‘‘ Anyhow, we'll chance it.” 

He did not quite know why he did so, but he switched 
off the car’s side-lamps before turning off the narrow rural 
lane into the old railway track. He judged that the 
country hereabouts was common-land, or that gap at 
the public highway would have been filled in. The same 
thought was evidently occurring to Joy, judging by her 
next words. 

‘I’m probably dense, but I’ve got the impression that 
this old railway line cuts through a part of the 
Llandrood Valley,” she said. ‘‘ Then it tunnels through 
a mountain, and gets into Mr. Griffith’s property on the 
other side.” 

“ That’s how I figure it, too,’ said Norman, as the 
Lagonda rolled steadily along without much jolting. 
“What makes you think you’re dense ? ” 

“Well, you said something about great iron gates 
guarding the only two passes which lead into the valley,” 
replied Joy reasoningly. ‘‘ If this old railway track is a 
kind of side entrance to the valley, isn’t it likely to be 
supplied with its great iron gates too?” 

“Fair enough,’ agreed Norman coolly. “ I’d thought 
of that point; but I rather dismissed the idea of iron 
gates. This isn’t a road, and the chances of any un- 
authorised persons using it are pretty remote. So I 
imagine a different kind of barrier—perhaps an ordinary 
wooden gate, or something like that. Somethin we 
might be able to shift. Anyhow, we’ll soon see. I think 
we're getting near.” 

For a mile or two the weed-grown track had meandered 
round great buttresses of rock, where the steep hillsides 
came right down to the railway. But now there was a 
decided and sinister change. The car was slowly making 
its way into a forbidding canyon. It was very different 
from an ordinary railway cutting; the sides were sheer 
walls of solid rock, and as the Lagonda penetrated 
deeper, the walls rose higher and higher. The wind was 
howling through this narrow gorge with a wailing, 
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screaming cry that was like the voice of some gargantuan 
monster in pain. 

“The boundary of the Llandrood property must be 
about half-way through this gorge,’ shouted Norman 
Conquest, above the racket. ‘‘ In that case, we’re likely 
to meet . . . Well, well, well! Hold everything! What 
was I telling you about my hunch ? ” 

He stopped the car, jumped out and ran forward. And 
as he surveyed the scene immediately ahead, a low chuckle 
of belial satisfaction rippled from his throat. 

The old track was strewn with the wreckage of a great 
wooden hoarding. Norman felt a touch on his arm as he 
stood inspecting the debris, and, looking down, he saw 
that Joy was by his side. 

“Get it ?’”’ he murmured, bending close to her ear so 
that she could catch the words. “‘ This, my sweet, is the 
dead-line. The boundary of Humphrey Piggott’s property. 
Until this hurricane came sweeping down the canyon, 
there was a great wooden hoarding in position, blocking 
it from side to side. And, oh, boy, what a hoarding! It 
must have been thirty feet high, if an inch. Great solid 
planks, and joists big enough to support the Houses of 
Parliament.” 

He walked amongst the wreckage, and examined it 
more closely. Most of the planking had been blown 
bodily back by the wind like a folded newspaper, and 
now sprawled against one side of the canyon, a torn and 
ragged mass. 

“Spikes all along the top,”’ continued Norman, point- 
ing. “No admittance this way! Young Pixie, I look 
upon this as a portent. A sign—an omen—a harbinger 
of battle. In fact, one of Naylor’s Specials. We come, 
utterly unheralded, more or less by chance, and we find 
the back door yawning open, and the opposition napping. 
Don’t you call that a honey ? ” 

“ T call it a perfectly natural result of the gale,” replied 
Joy practically. 

* Rot!” said Norman Conquest scornfully. ‘‘ Drip! 
Also, with all due respect to a lady, balderdash! It’s no 
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good attributing this wreckage to a common-or-garden 
gale. That’s a pitifully unimaginative explanation. The 
gods are with us to-night, pal, and the opposition . . .” 

“You keep talking about the opposition, and you 
know dashed well that you may be on the track of a 
beautiful mare’s-nest,”’ interrupted the elfin-faced pail of 
cold water. ‘‘ There may be a childishly simple and 
devastatingly dull explanation of that poor man’s strange 
fate.” 

Norman Conquest’s lilting laughter soared on the wings 
of the wind. Cold water left him as crazily convinced of 
his hunch as ever. But there was a sinister and terrible 
quality in his laugh to-night, and Joy felt suddenly 
chilled. 

“See how the hoarding has crashed ?”’ said Norman 
pointing. ‘‘ Not in a heap all over the track, so that the 
way would be barred—but on one side, leaving us a clear 
road. And if that’s not another portent, I’m slug-nutty.” 
He seized the girl’s arm firmly. “‘ Let’s go.” 

The Lagonda went forward exploringly into the black 
and mysterious depths of the gorge. Joy began to feel 
an electric tension in the air, in spite of her doubts. They 
were now passing into Llandrood Valley, the iron- 
guarded property of the recluse, Humphrey Piggott. 

Very soon the perpendicular walls of the pass began to 
fall away, and in a comparatively short time the car 
emerged from the background of rocky hills. The old 
single-line track wandered across the lower end of the 
valley, heading for a great frowning mass of rocks which 
towered far to the sky-line. Here was the tunnel which 
bored right under the mountain. There were no fences 
or hedges bordering the track, but occasional clumps of 
bushes and any amount of rank weeds. This corner of 
the valley appeared to be a neglected wilderness. 

The Lagonda made its way round a grassy mound, 
and the rest of the valley came into view. Norman 
Conquest allowed his gaze to drop from the craggy sky- 
line ahead. He pointed. Twinkling lights were visible 
behind some tall trees in the distance. 


ON A DARK AND STORMY NIGHT 49 


“ That’s where Piggott lives, I suppose,’’ he murmured. 

And at that moment, although he had seen no obstruc- 
tion in the track, the car jolted violently, and the wheel 
was nearly wrenched out of Norman’s hand. Evidently 
there was some hidden obstruction underneath the wind- 
whipped weeds. 

The grassy slopes of a cutting soon shut out all sight 
of the twinkling lights and the crag-girt valley, and the 
cutting rapidly grew steeper and steeper until it headed 
straight towards a yawning black gash in the mountain. 

“The tunnel,’”’ murmured Joy eagerly. “‘ What about 
some light, Desperado? The tunnel might be blocked 
about half-way through, and...” | 

“Something tells me that we mustn’t show any 
lights,”’ interrupted Norman. “ As for the tunnel being 
blocked, don’t be silly. The Phantom Train uses this 
stretch of the old railway, doesn’t it? How do you 
suppose it can get through if the tunnel’s blocked ? ”’ 

“Easy. Phantom trains don’t bother about obstruc- 
tions.”’ 

They spoke lightly, almost jokingly, but their voices 
were rather edged. With a soft purr the Lagonda plunged 
into the tunnel, and Norman found that his optimism 
was rather too previous. The blackness of the tunnel 
was like the interior of a tomb. He switched on the spot- 
light for a moment, and the narrow beam slashed the 
darkness ahead and showed him a long straight stretch, 
with the rusted old rails, wet and slimy with moisture, 
free of all obstructions. He switched off again. 

“Easy !”’ he murmured. 

It was possible to steer in the pitch darkness by keeping 
the car’s wheels in close touch with one of the rails. This 
policy was not calculated to improve the condition of the 
Lagonda’s tyres, but that was a small point. Fortunately, 
the ties, or sleepers, were deeply embedded in the ballast 
track, and the going was not too jolty. 

It was a weird experience, plunging deeper and deeper 
into the mysterious Unknown. The silence in the tunnel, 
after the shouting yell of the gale, was devastating. 
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Presently, Norman felt a kind of pull on the steering- 
wheel, and he knew that the tunnel was taking a curve 
under the mountain. This was proved a moment later 
when a strange greyish-white patch materialised out of 
the darkness. They were looking at the other end of the 
tunnel, and the faint patch of half-light proved that there 
were no obstructions. 

A little soft chuckle came from Joy, and in it there 
was a suggestion of relief, of relaxed tension. 

‘Well, we’re out of the ogre’s domain now,’’ she 
murmured dryly. ‘‘ We're on the other side of the 
mountain——”’ 

“What's that ?”’ flashed Norman Conquest alertly. 

The air was suddenly filled with a strange rhythmic 
throbbing; it was felt rather than heard, beating 
mysteriously on the ear-drums. It grew and grew until 
it filled the tunnel with a great and eerie whisper. 

“My God!” muttered Norman. “ The Phantom 
Train ! ”’ 

He jerked his head round and stared into the rear- 
ward darkness of the tunnel. His ear, at this new angle, 
caught the sound unmistakably. The swift, rhythmic 
beat of a locomotive! Yet a beat that was devoid of all 
clank and metallic accompaniment. An icy chill ran up 
and down that celebrated spine which was practically 
chill-proof. The uncanny mystery of the ghost-sound 
was enough to get in amongst anybody’s bones. Norman 
thought he saw a faint, blurry shape, so vague, so unreal 
that it might have been a monster of his imagination. 

‘“ Hold everything, folks!’ he zipped. 

He trod on the gas. That sixth sense of his, right on 
top of its form, told him that if he did not tread on the 
gas there was going to be a nasty mess in the tunnel ; 
and he and his two companions would provide most of 
it. The Lagonda surged forward recklessly, and Joy was 
obliged to clutch at the dash and cling on for dear life. 
Livingstone simply crouched low and tried to remember 
a few childhood prayers. 

Faster and faster went the car, rocking dangerously ; 
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and the rhythmic throbbing beat on the air like hell’s 
drums. At last, with a plunging lurch, the car shot out 
of the tunnel, and Norman’s quick eyes saw that the 
steep-sided cutting was wide enough, on the left-hand 
side, for a quick manceuvre. With a wrench of the 
wheel, he shot the Lagonda clean off the track. The 
car bucked like a steel broncho, and it was only by a 
miracle that Mandeville Livingstone kept in the saddle. 
_ Swisssssh! Swooooosh ! 
_ All three of them caught a fleeting glimpse of the 
Phantom Train as it overtook and went shooting down 
the abandoned track ; they saw a faint blur of something 
greyish and shapeless ; they heard the whisper of ghost 
wheels. 

Then it was gone, and the night air contained nothing 
but the discordant voice of the gale. 


CHAPTER SIX 
HILLS OF MYSTERY 


“*STRUTH !”’ muttered Livingstone with a gulp. 

“Yes,” said Joy stickily. ‘“ That’s what I wanted 
to say!” 

Norman Conquest chuckled with serene devilment. 

‘Have we plunged up to our eyebrows in a choice 
devil’s brew, or haven’t we?” he drawled. “I expect 
you two are telling yourselves that the gale and the 
shadows played tricks with your imaginations.”’ 

“Well, I did think .. .” began Joy. 

“Then forget it, sweetheart,’ said Norman smoothly. 
“T’m not prepared to say just what we did see and hear, 
but it was no supernatural flibbertigibbet of the iron 
road.” 

“But it was so strange! No clanking of wheels, no 
puffing of the engine... .” 

“And a train without a proper shape which sounded 
like nothing on earth,” nodded Norman. ‘“‘ And don’t 
forget that it came from nowhere! ”’ 

“ Blimey, guv’nor, that’s just what I was thinking,” 
muttered Livingstone shakily. ‘“‘ Give me something I 
can see, and fight, and I’m your man! But this here 
spook train couldn’t have started from somewhere 
beyond the smashed hoarding, could it? Because the 
hoarding was supposed to be all fixed.” 

“A point, serf, and a shrewd one,” agreed Norman 
Conquest promptly. ‘ And it only adds to the mystery. 
Where, then, did the spook train come from? Let’s 
drive on and see where we get to.” 

They appeared to have the entire world to themselves. 
After emerging from the deep cutting on this side of the 
mountain the slopes rolled away into the darkness, and 
the tree-clad hills were utterly dark. The land they were 
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now on was part of the Mount Caerlyn Estate, and 
belonged to the rich Mr. Evan Griffith. 

Only a mile farther along the abandoned railway and 
they came to another level-crossing. The old gates still 
stood—against the railway traffic, of course. Nowadays 
there was no railway traffic, and the gates were left 
permanently open for the road. Norman ° Conquest 
stopped the car, jumped out and ran forward. A glance 
told him that the road was a private one, and in a very 
fine state of repair. 

“Look, Pixie,’ he said, when he saw that Joy had 
joined him. ‘Something damned queer about this! 
These gates are rotten with age, and they look as though 
they haven’t been moved for years!” 

““Then—what happened to the Phantom Train ? ” 

“That’s what I’d like to know,” murmured Norman, 
looking about him and sniffing the air with twitching 
nostrils. ‘‘ It couldn’t have branched off, because there 
isn’t a branch. Yet how could it have got beyond this 
spot ?” 

tile found the gate fastening, and it was so rusted with 

age that he could scarcely shift it. When, at last, he 
succeeded and pushed the gate open, the hinges creaked 
and groaned in protest after their long years of sleep, 
and, indeed, parts of the gate fell to pieces. Again Norman 
Conquest felt that little icy sensation running up and 
down his spine. 

“We've got to have a look at these gates by daylight ! ” 
he said keenly. ‘‘ There’s something here I don’t under- 
stand. But I shall!” 

They got back into the car, and after Norman had 
driven it through on to the road, he dragged the gate 
back to its original position. He had already noticed one 
or two warmly glowing spots of light away in the distance ; 
and after the car had travelled about a mile between 
avenues of wind-lashed trees, they came to a big, sprawling 
house which stood on a kind of wide plateau half-way 
up a hillside, overlooking the valley. 

Big gates, invitingly open, admitted the travellers to 
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a well-kept gravel drive, and their first view of Caerlyn 
Manor in the moonlight was entirely favourable. There 
were beautifully kept lawns and flower-beds, and the 
place was quite obviously the home of a rich man. 

In answer to Norman’s ring, there were soon signs of 
activity. Bolts were drawn back, a heavy chain was 
released, and the latch was turned. The door swung back 
to expose a surprised-looking elderly butler. He inspected 
the visitors as though they were creatures from another 
world ; for in his look there was also a hint of fright and 
suspicion. He relaxed slightly at the sight of Joy Everard’s 
sweet face, and Norman Conquest’s immaculate imper- 
turbability impressed him too. 

“ Forgive the late call, major-domo, and come across 
with the hospitable invitations to enter,” said Norman 
easily. ‘‘ We would have speech with the squire.” 

“T think the master is just about to retire, sir,” said 
the butler. ‘‘ If you will kindly come in and wait, I will 
ascertain if he will see you.”’ He paused suggestively. 
“Tf you will give me your name, sir...” 

“The name doesn’t matter,” interrupted Norman. 
““ Just say that three wind-tossed travellers are on the 
mat.” 

The butler did not quite like it, but he went off down 
the wide, comfortable hall and disappeared through an 
arched doorway. It was warm and cheerful in that hall, 
with plenty of delicately shaded electric lights. Joy 
looked about her with interest, and she felt that they 
had come out of a world of unrealities into the normal. 

Within a minute the butler returned, and invited them 
to follow him. Livingstone made feeble signs that he 
would prefer to remain in the hall, but Norman would 
have none of it and included him in the party. Thus, 
they entered a very fine room which appeared to be half- 
library and half-lounge—a comfortable, homely, friendly 
apartment. Waiting to meet them was the owner of the 
Mount Caerlyn Estate. 

“Mr. Evan Griffith?” asked Norman Conquest 
politely. 


HILLS OF MYSTERY 55 


2? 


“That is my name, sir. And yours ? 

Norman’s eyes swept over the fine athletic figure of 
Mr. Griffith in a flash ; the man was in evening dress at 
the moment, but Norman knew that he would look heaps 
better in rough peaty tweeds, with a gun under his arm. 
He was elderly, with greying hair, and his face was kindly 
and refined. It took Norman about three-fifths of a 
second to make up his mind. 

“ Conquest,” he said deliberately—‘‘ Norman Conquest. 
Allow me to introduce Miss Joy Everard, my young pal. 
Livingstone here, is my trusty henchman.” 

They all saw the little start which Mr. Griffith had 
given at the mention of Norman’s full name; but what- 
ever surprise he felt, he composed himself at once and 
invited them to be seated. Mandeville Livingstone pre- 
ferred to stand, and he took up his position near the 
door, respectfully distant. 

Norman did not regret his quick decision to come out 
boldly in his true colours. He did not fail to observe 
the twinkle which appeared in Mr. Griffith’s frank eyes. 
He was a keen judge of human character, and at times, 
during his rovings, his very life had depended upon the 
accuracy of his judgment. He gave this sturdy Welsh 
landowner a true bill. 

“Norman Conquest,” said Griffith, with a little smile. 
“I’ve heard of you, young man. Not much, I’ll admit, 
but it has all been somewhat—shall we say, hectic? I 
must confess that you are the last man in the world 
I expected to see in my Brecknock mountains, and on 
this night in particular. Is there any special significance 
in your call?” 

“I was hoping that you would be able to give me a 
little information on certain glutinous subjects,” replied 
Norman coolly. ‘Incidentally, we have just witnessed 
the passing of your famous Phantom Train.” 

“ce at ! ”? 

This time Mr. Griffith made no pretence of being 
satisfied withastart. He fairly jumped, and his face became 
expressive of incredulity and uneasiness—and suspicion. 
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‘One of the things I’ve heard, Mr. Conquest, is that 
you are an incorrigible practical joker,” he said coldly. 
“If this is your idea of humour, I regret to say that I 
cannot respond. I’ve heard quite enough nonsense about 
this ridiculous Phantom Train during the last eighteen 
months. The whole thing is fantastic—indeed, impossible. 
The old track has no connection with the permanent 
main line.” 

“Agreed, sir, but...” 

“The single track which runs through my property 
to the derelict Caerlyn Station is quite isolated,’’ con- 
tinued Griffith almost angrily. “‘ Any one with a grain 
of common sense must know that an enormously heavy 
thing like a railway train cannot be spirited on to this 
abandoned track on stormy nights only, and then spirited 
away again. Pshaw! Nonsense, Conquest! That’s what 
it is—just superstitious nonsense.”’ 

Norman gained the impression that his host was more 
emphatic than the occasion demanded. No doubt Mr. 
Griffith had acquired a few doubts of his own on the 
subject, and he preferred his common sense to get the 
upper hand of his misgivings. 

“No need to get hot under the collar, sir,” said Norman. 
“ But the fact remains that we saw something speeding 
along the old railway track. But more of this later. 
This evening I saw a man killed—blasted to destruction 
by a bomb. That man, I believe, once lived in these 
hills. Just where, I don’t know. On the slopes of Caerlyn 
—in the Valley of Llandrood .. .” 

“What makes you think the man may have lived in 
Llandrood ?”’ interrupted Griffith sharply. “ Frankly, 
Mr. Conquest, it appears to me that you have come here 
to pump me.” 

‘Frankly, Mr. Griffith, you’ve rung the bell,” drawled 
Norman. 

“Well, upon my soul! You calmly sit there...” 

“And tell you that I’m here on a pumping expedi- 
tion ? ”’ said Norman blandly. ‘‘ Well, why not ? I want 
some information about the people who live in Llandrood 
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Valley, and you, as the nearest neighbour, can supply 
the goods.”’ 

His candour disarmed the surprised landowner. 

“What interest can you have in Llandrood?” he 
inquired. ‘‘ Humphrey Piggott is not the kind of man 
to take kindly to inquisitiveness in strangers.” 

‘* Just what kind of a man is he—apart from his dislike 
for rubber-necking strangers ? ”’ 

Griffith’s face darkened. 

‘He is a mischievous, vindictive man,’ he replied, 
with the emphasis of One Who Knew. “A recluse, yes, 
and a man of considerable wealth. A vicious and pro- 
nounced woman hater. He won’t employ female labour 
of any kind at Llandrood Dene, and menservants do all 
the work of the place. He had only been in residence 
about eighteen months. .. .” 

“ Really a stranger, then ? ” 

“Good gracious, no,” replied Griffith. ‘‘ The Piggotts 
have lived in Llandrood Valley for over eight genera- 
tions; they have owned every stone, every blade of 
grass, between the mountains of Caerlyn and Llandrood 
since feudal days—and let me tell you, Mr. Conquest, 
that times haven’t changed a great deal, in spite of what 
your, eyes may see, in this hidden fold of the Welsh hills. 
Piggott is very much the feudal lord, only the extent of 
his power and his authority for administering summary 
justice differing from the despotism of his ancestors. 
And within the crag-girt and barred confines of Llandrood 
Valley anything might happen—even in this twentieth 
century.” 

The subject seemed to have a moving effect upon the 
landowner, for his face became flushed whilst he talked, 
and now he rose to his feet and paced the room. 

‘‘Monstrous! That’s what it is, Conquest! ’’ he went 
on fiercely. ‘‘ I’d have nothing to say about the man if 
he attended solely to his own infernal affairs. But he 
seeks every opportunity to vent his vindictive spleen 
on me.” 

“Any reason for this neighbourly behaviour? ”’ 
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inquired Norman interestedly. “‘ What you describe is 
characteristic enough of certain dwellers in the suburbs 
of London, but I always cherished a delusion that wealthy 
landowners of the Shires were more or less like blood 
brothers.”’ 

‘“‘T remember Piggott as a boy—I’m ten years older 
than he is—and he was a wild young scamp,”’ said 
Griffith thoughtfully. “‘ His father wanted him to settle 
down to farming, but he would have none of it. Finally, 
he was packed off to South America, and he must have 
made a great deal of money there. Two or three years 
ago he retired, and took up his residence at Llandrood 
Dene, his father and mother having died some years ago. 
His first move was to approach me with some hare-brained 
scheme of ultra-modern electrical agriculture, as he called 
it. He was prepared to buy me out, lock, stock and 
barrel, and thought that his admittedly tempting offer 
would win me over. But the Griffiths have farmed 
this land for generations, too, and I had no desire to 
be uprooted.” 

“And your refusal upset him ? ” 

“It infuriated him,” replied Griffith grimly. ‘“‘ He 
gave me a sample, then, of his despotic nature. The man 
is practically a throw-back. God knows what he did in 
South America, but it’s obvious that he always had 
pretty much of his own way. I gained the impression 
that I was rather lucky not to be ordered out in front 
of a firing squad! Since that day he has scarcely let a 
week pass without trying to do me a bad turn. Once, 
in a similar storm to this when my telephone wire blew 
down and trailed into Piggott’s property .. .” 

Griffith suddenly paused and gave his visitors a strange 
and almost suspicious scrutiny. 

“By the way,” he said, halting in front of Norman 
Conquest. “ How did you get here to-night ? It never 
occurred to me before. There’s only one road round the 
mountain, and I understand that it is completely blocked 


by fallen trees. I was informed of this before the telephone 
wires fell.”’ 
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“ That’s an easy one, Mr. Griffith,” replied Norman 
smoothly. “Don’t you remember that we saw the 
Phantom Train? It was while I was driving my car 
through the old tunnel that the train overtook us.” 

The landowner looked gravely uneasy. 

“ You trespassed on Piggott’s land ? ” 

“Ts that a crime ?” 

“ Piggott regards it as a crime. And what about the 
enormous hoarding in the Carrig Deep Cutting ? ” 

“The wind blew it down for our especial benefit,” 
explained Norman calmly. “‘ Do you know if Piggott is 
going ahead with his electrical agriculture ? ’’ he added, 
abruptly changing the subject. ‘‘ I’m strangely interested. 


But Griffith would not allow the subject to be changed. 

“T haven’t been into the Llandrood Valley for years,” 
he said almost ety: “T understand that there’s some 
kind of plant erected, and that Piggott is spending a lot 
of money on experimenting. But about your journey 
along the old railway track? At which point did you 
turn on to the track ? ”’ 

“‘ At the old level-crossing on the Tonypyll lane.”’ 

“Then you traversed Piggott’s property from one side 
to the other,” said Griffith restlessly. ‘ I’m afraid that’s 
bad, Conquest. Piggott’s bound to hear of it, and he'll 
make serious trouble.”’ 

‘“‘ Trouble,” drawled Norman Conquest as he rose to 
his feet, ‘‘ is my middle name—and my other two names 
are Strife and Battle. If you’ll excuse my dust, I’m just 
going out to hunt for a bit more!” 

Before they could stop him he was gone. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 
A PRESENT OF LLANDROOD ROCK 


NorMAN CONQUEST’S surprisingly abrupt exit was quite 
characteristic of the dashing young Trouble Hunter. 
A thought had sizzled through his mind like the passage 
of a red-hot needle. 

That mysterious train, so silent and eerie, having come 
through the Llandrood tunnel into Evan Gmniffith’s 
property, would have to go back! Sitting in that com- 
fortable room in the Manor, Norman had suddenly 
realised that he was neglecting a golden opportunity. 
Hence his Massine-like exit, practically in one leap. 

He jumped into the Lagonda and drove quickly and 
purringly towards the level-crossing. Arriving, he parked 
the car out of sight and walked forward. There was no 
difference in the atmospheric tumult; the gale was 
roaring through the hills with a bellowing song, like the 
voice of a thousand banshees. 

Norman took up his position in a shadowy black spot 
and waited uncertainly. He did not quite know whether 
to stay here on the off-chance, or go scouting along the 
track. As it happened, the decision was not left to him, 
for he had scarcely been standing a couple of minutes 
when he went suddenly rigid and his skin tingled as 
though from an electric shock. 

A silent shadowy figure was approaching the gates 
along the railway line! There was a suggestion of 
efficiency and certainty in the man’s movements. He 
had a job to do, and he was doing it. It was evident that 
he had no fear of interruption. He walked briskly to the 
first gate and opened it—opened it smoothly and sweetly, 
as though it had been in constant use and regularly oiled 
for years ! 

Norman Conquest blinked for the second time that 

6c 


A PRESENT OF LLANDROOD ROCK 61 


night ; and then he suddenly understood. The gate 
was being operated the wrong way round ! 

It was swinging hinges first, proving that by the 
manipulation of secret mechanism auxiliary hinges were 
temporarily used. The man proceeded to open the second 
gate, leaving the railway line clear for the passage of the 
mystery train. Then he stood waiting—and his back was 
towards the famous triplets—Trouble, Strife and Battle. 

-“ | think,” breathed Trouble, “‘ that the situation calls 
for a spot of high-speed action.” 

“You said it,” murmured Strife wickedly. ‘‘ The 
sooner we can put over a fast one on the opposition, the 
better.” 

“Go to it, brothers!” urged Battle. 

The waiting man never knew what hit him. Norman | 
Conquest’s approach would have been an authentic 
Deerfoot act even without the clamour of the gale to 
help him. His fist, when he struck, was exactly like a 
hunk of teak, and it zammed home just where it did the 
most good. The man simply curled up and slept. 

Like all good craftsmen, Norman*Conquest took pride 
in his work, and he also knew when he had done a good 
job. He did not even look at the fallen man, for it seemed 
to him that a strange zephyr whisper was echoing down 
on the wind, and it was of a quality which had nothing 
to do with the elements. 

A laugh of sheer hell-for-leather joy went up into the 
air, causing the banshees to stare a bit, and it took the 
inimitable ‘‘ 1066’ about three seconds to reach the 
gates. He found that there was no locking device. Just 
a spring catch. First one gate, and then the other, was 
returned to the original position. Norman Conquest slid 
back like a cloud shadow to take up his position at a safe 
distance. 

“Perfect!” he murmured complacently. “If this 
blighting Phantom Train is eligible for inclusion in the 
Psychical Who’s Who it’s not going to take any notice 
of a couple of silly gates! No self-respecting apparition, 
whether it’s shaped like a train or a cowled monk, takes 
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the trouble to leap five-barred gates. Clean through is 
the formula.” 

He was only just in time. Those microphone ears of 
his had not let him down. He saw a blur down the line ; 
it began to take definite shape, but the moon, unfor- 
tunately, was hiding behind a big cloud at the moment. 
All Norman Conquest saw was a_ bulky blackness, 
curiously heavy and lumbering. No clank of metal, no 
whirring of steel wheels on the iron road ; but it seemed 
to Norman that the whisper of the train had now assumed 
a different note—a more laboured, straining note. 

Easy! On the earliér occasion the train had been 
empty. Now the trucks were heavily laden ! 

The Phantom Train charged into the gates and there 
was a splintering shriek of rending woodwork, and frag- 
ments of timber flew in every direction. The mysterious 
train seemed to rock convulsively, and above the clamour 
Norman distinctly heard a lurid curse. The ghosts 
apparently came from low, common stock. 

The train did not stop. There was no sound of grinding 
brakes. The strange locomotive with its short string of 
trucks went plunging straight on into the darkness. 

“Pig’s Eyes is going to make a hell of a fuss over 
this,’”’ Norman told himself happily. “‘ Clearly a case of 
rank inefficiency. And who’s going to believe The 
Guardian of the Gates when he trots out the feeble excuse 
that a rival ghost smacked him down ? ” 

Norman was enjoying himself immensely. One clean 
leap carried him behind the wheel of the Lagonda; a 
touch and the engine sprang into life ; forward she leapt, 
and with a wrench at the wheel, Norman steered her 
bumpingly over the broken fragments of timber and on 
to the railway track. He was in full pursuit of the 
Phantom Train in a couple of breathless moments. 

Faster and faster he urged the Lagonda, and although 
the sturdy car bucked and jolted, she nobly carried on. 
The tunnel entrance was looming ahead when the moon 
peeped through a crevice of the clouds for a moment. 
Norman Conquest saw the end truck of the train as it 
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went plunging into the yawning tunnel mouth. It was 
a strange, squat-looking truck, and it appeared to be 
covered with a tightly-drawn tarpaulin sheet. No ghost 
on that truck to see the pursuing car! The train crew 
probably consisted of one man only, and he was in charge 
of the locomotive. 

The drumming sound which filled the tunnel was 
heavy and throbbing, proving to Norman’s ears that his 
guesswork was good. The train was now loaded. With 
what ? What strange cargo could it have picked up on 
the Mount Caerlyn Estate ? 

Any kind of concentrated thinking was rather difficult, 
in any case, for it was taking Norman Conquest all his 
time to control the car. More than once he was within 
an ace of disaster; only his uncanny sixth sense saved 
him. Twice the Lagonda’s wheels left the metals and 
Norman’s only guide was temporarily lost ; but by some 
magic he avoided collision with the tunnel’s walls, and 
got back into the centre of the track. 

But at last the other exit was reached, and Norman 
emerged to find his strange quarry only fifty yards ahead 
of him, and running with that queer, mysterious smooth- 
ness and silence—yet rocking and swaying ominously to 
the patent inequalities of the derelict track. 

Norman slackened speed, for he sensed that the 
Phantom Train was doing the same. They were in the 
deep rocky cutting, a gaunt and barren wilderness of a 
place. Suddenly, the train went swerving off the track, 
the trucks lurching giddily. For a fraction of a second 
Norman believed that the train had become derailed ; 
then he knew the truth. There was a siding here, and 
the train had simply been switched off the main track |! 
He remembered a particularly nasty jolt at this spot. He 
brought the Lagonda to an abrupt stop in the black 
shadow of the overhanging crags. No sense in carrying 
on. The train was at the end of its journey, for the siding 
was a short one and its “stop” consisted of a sheer 
wall of solid rock. The cutting, just for the length of the 
siding, was proportionately broader to accommodate the 
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brief double track. The original railway builders, back 
in the '4o’s or "50's, had hewn this extra space out of the 
solid mountainside, and the siding had probably been 
used for the shunting of ballast. trucks. Not that it 
mattered what it had been used for by the legitimate 
railway owners. ; 

Norman Conquest was ready to swear that it had 
never been used as he saw it being used now! Yet a third 
time that night he blinked. And this time he caught his 
breath too. It took a great deal to surprise the im 
turbable “ 1066," but now he was frankty. startled. For 
the Phantom Train, instead of stopping in the siding, 
went clean through into the solid wall of rock | One minute 
the train was there, and the next minute it had vanished. 

And Norman Conquest found himself alone in the 
bleak and desolate cutting with the chill, buffeting wind, 

ith grimly set lips he glided lithely forward, ep 
to the shadows. He reached the rock wall at the end 
the siding, and during those first few moments he was 
on the alert for enemies. The knuckles of one hand were 
clenched, and his other fingers gripped cold steel. His 
eyes and ears were doing overtime. 

But there was no living soul to be seen or heard. 

““ Well, 'm damned !” said Norman softly. 

He took a chance. And the electric torch sent out a 
shaft of white light, and played on the rusted rails where 
they presumably terminated. They had all the a ce 
of being simply embedded in the base of the cliff, which 
was of hard rock. Norman pushed against the cliff, and 
found it utterly solid. He flashed the light beam again, 
but could see no trace of the cunningly devised door hil 
undoubtedly existed. 

“Well, well, well! he breathed, as he switched off 
the torch and stood back. “So here's the secret of the 
train which is sometimes glimpsed on dark and stormy 
nights but never traced! Clever! She only 
from her bolt-hole when the wind is raging—to cover up 
the sounds of her passage. When the shadows are deep 
and tricky—to deceive the eyesight of any possible 
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observer, whose imagination is already causing his brain 
to turn somersaults. Damned clever!” 

He went back to his car, cautiously reversed, and 
drove back through the tunnel. If his thoughts had been 
red-hot before, they were now practically melting. He 
was “‘on’’ to something tremendous here, something 
which lit up his imagination like a flood-light. It must 
have cost Humphrey Piggott thousands to fake the rock 
wall and what lay behind it—obviously an excavated 
cavern large enough to conceal the entire Phantom Train. 
And how had the engine and trucks been brought into 
Llandrood Valley ? Not along the railway line, or every- 
body would have known. The strongest reason for the 
superstitious belief in the Ghost Train was that the old 
branch line was completely cut off from the railway still 
in use. Miles of track had been removed. 

Norman Conquest remembered that Piggott had built 
a plant for the supposed purpose of experimenting with 
“electrical agriculture,’”’ whatever that was. No doubt 
the engine and the trucks had been brought into the valley 
piece by piece, over the course of a year—a lorry-load | 
now and a lorry-load then. Great packing-cases, innocent- 
looking enough. Afterwards, the sections had been 
pieced secretly together. 

‘“‘ But what’s the racket ? ’”’ muttered Norman wonder- 
ingly. ‘‘ Griffith has lost a few sheep now and again. 
That’s nothing. Probably a blind. I think we’ll call on 
Pig’s Eyes to-morrow, and see what kind of a bloke he is.”’ 

After he had emerged from the tunnel he proceeded 
with great caution. But he reached the shattered gates 
without being challenged, and after he had driven the 
ear back on to the road and parked it some distance away 
he walked back. The man he had slugged was lying in 
exactly the same position. When Norman Conquest did 
a job, he did it well. No half measures. 

The moon had come out again now, for the clouds were 
breaking. Norman grinned as he surveyed the utter chaos 
of the crossing gates. Something for the opposition to 
think about ! 

1 .e. E 
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And then Norman Conquest saw it. He saw it gleaming 
wetly in the moonlight, just at the side of the track, a 
yard or two from the crossing. It was something which 
had no business there, and he picked it up. 

“A present of Llandrood Rock!” murmured the 
Desperado wickedly. “‘I wouldn’t guarantee its pepper- 
mint flavour, but oh, boy, what a gift!” 

He remembered how the train had rocked and jolted 
at the moment of the impact. This piece of rock, about 
as large as a coconut, had unquestionably fallen from 
one of the trucks, in spite of the careful precautions to 
keep the loads intact. It was an uncommonly curious 
chunk of rock, and at first glance Norman thought he 
had picked up a piece of coal. But he was satisfied that 
the ghost locomotive was not steam-propelled or coal- 
stoked ; and the suggestion that Humphrey Piggott was 
operating a secret coal-mine simply wouldn’t hold 
water. 

No, it was rock, and when Norman flashed his torch- 
light upon it he gave one hard stare and his heart looped 
the loop. His eyes blazed like twin points of cold fire as 
a vivid understanding seared into his brain. 

The rock was extraordinarily heavy for its size, and 
it was not entirely black, as he could now see in the torch- 
light. Running through it was a brown streak with a 
greenish tinge, and the whole surface, unevenly fractured, 
was ofa strange velvety lustre. If Norman Conquest had 
found the brother to the Koh-i-noor diamond he could 
not have looked more ecstatically triumphant. 

He placed his find in the tool locker of the car, and 
drove serenely back to Caerlyn Manor. Joy’s quick ears 
had evidently heard the car’s approach on the drive, for 
she was at the front door when Norman mounted the 
steps. The look of relief and inquiry in her eyes made 
Norman feel rather guilty. 

“Sorry I had to rush off like that, young Pixie, but 
I suddenly remembered a date,” he said easily. “I 
think we’ll be pushing now.” Just inside the hall he 
found Evan Griffith, with Livingstone hovering in the 
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background. ‘“‘ Many thanks, Squire, for everything. 
We'll be on our way.” 

The landowner regarded him with twinkling eyes. 

“No explanation for your abrupt exit ? ” 

“Tf it’s all the same to you, my dear old Lord of the 
Manor, I’d rather observe a discreet silence,’ said Norman 
Conquest blandly. ‘“ The fact is, I’m afraid my methods 
wouldn’t meet with your approval.” 

“We thought we heard a strange crash, some little 
time ago, above the noise of the storm.” 

“Oh, that !’’ Norman nodded. “I suppose I’d better 
tell you, then. Those level-crossing gates were yours, 
weren’t they ? Those gates down the road ?”’ 

** Were?” 

“Tm afraid so. You see, I found that somebody had 
shifted them so that the Phantom Train could pass. I 
shifted them back. And a great time was had by all.” 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
THE MASTER OF LLANDROOD 


Mr. Evan GriFFITH started, and he gave Norman 
Conquest a hard look. 

‘““You don’t lose much time, do you, Mr. Conquest ? ” 
he said dryly. ‘‘ You’re in these Welsh hills a couple of 
hours, and you completely annihilate our local ghost 
story! What became of the train? Did you see?” 

Norman Conquest apparently did not hear. 

‘‘ There’s a bloke of sorts lying in a deep sleep near 
the level-crossing,” he said smoothly. “I know he’s 
asleep, because I put him there. He must be one of 
Piggott’s employees & 

“Not necessarily,” interrupted Griffith quickly. “‘ He 
was there, I take it, to open and close the gates ? I don’t 
know how he could have done that, because the hinges 
are rusty and rotten with age. Isn’t it far more likely 
that he’s one of my own men? If so, I’m going to have 
a word with him.”’ 

“No, you’re not, sir,” drawled Norman, laying a 
detaining hand on Griffith’s arm as the latter started 
towards the door. “‘ Let the fellow recover in his own 
time, and spend the rest of the night wondering what hit 
him. He saw nothing—heard nothing. And now, as I 
said before, we'll be off.” 

‘““ And how do you propose to get to the main road ? ” 
asked the landowner. ‘‘ The mountain road is still 
blocked, and I don’t think you’d better go through 
Llandrood Valley again. I shall be honoured, too, if you 
will accept the simple hospitality of my home. Miss 
Everard, in fact, has already accepted.” 

Norman was glad enough to accept, too, for he had 
taken a liking to the bluff, kindly Welshman. Mr. Griffith 
seemed to sense that his debonair young visitor was not 
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willing to talk about his recent activities; and after a 
friendly night-cap, a homely-faced housekeeper came 
along to escort Joy to her bedroom. Livingstone went 
off to the servants’ quarters and Griffith himself accom- 
panied Norman to the latter’s room. 

“IT don’t quite know the object of your visit to our 
somewhat desolate hills, Mr. Conquest, and I seem to 
remember that you employ unique—and sometimes 
startling—methods of your own,” said Griffith as they 
were about to part. ‘‘ Perhaps I’d better leave it at that. 
But remember, if your activities are directed against 
Humphrey Piggott, I am your ally—and I would like to 
be your friend. I am a law-abiding man, and, in fact, a 
local magistrate, and I believe that your own respect of 
the law is somewhat elastic and peculiar. Nevertheless, 
I’m all for you.” 

Those few words from Evan Griffith made Norman 
sleep very soundly; for they had been earnest, frank 
words. Griffith was a lonely man, and he had apparently 
taken a liking to the adventurous trio who had come to 
his mountain home out of the night. 

When Norman Conquest hopped lithely out of bed 
after six hours of dreamless tissue restorative, he found 
the sun shining cheerfully through the windows. The 
gale was blowing itself out; it was still fooling about 
among the hills, but most of its pep had departed. 

Norman washed, shaved and dressed quickly. No time 
for a bath this morning. He was downstairs so early that 
he surprised the maids sweeping and dusting the hall. 
From these pretty Welsh lassies he obtained the welcome 
information that the mountain road was now open, the 
fallen trees having been sufficiently shifted to allow of 
traffic. A couple of minutes later he was in the Lagonda, 
purring down the sunlit road. See 

The Caerlyn Estate looked very charming in the full 
light of day, in spite of its evident signs of a hectic night. 
Following the winding road up steep hills, and round 
hairpin bends, he at length came to a kind of gorge where 
the lane divided, the other branch forking deeply into 
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the hills between two steep, gorse-clad slopes. A little 
farther along a noisy and clumsy tractor, in charge of 
two sturdy men, was manceuvring into position to do a 
spot of tree-dragging. 

Norman Conquest recognised the road now. Just 
beyond the spot where the tractor stood was the place 
where he had been turned back by the enterprising 
Sergeant Price the previous night. This road, he now 
recognised, was the only available route to both Caerlyn 
Manor and Llandrood Dene; for, obviously, the fork 
road led to Piggott’s place. Norman turned his car 
sharply, and went down the gorse-clad gorge, bent on 
carrying out his promise to pay the Master of Llandrood 
a call. 

The slopes grew more precipitous, closing in overhead 
until the sunlight was shut out. In places, the crags 
fairly overhung. The road narrowed as he turned a bend 
—and there, barring his way, were two enormous wrought- 
iron gates. They were of immense strength and height, 
with cruel spikes at the top. A man, dressed very much 
like a gamekeeper, was hanging about on the other side 
of the gate, and he was watching Norman’s approach 
with suspicion and curiosity. Norman drove right up 
until the Lagonda’s radiator was within a foot of the 
iron bars. A board, attached to one of the gates, stared 
at him. It said : 


““LLANDROOD DENE—No ADMITTANCE.” 


‘Open up, Comrade,” invited Norman with a cheery 
wave of his hand. “ Mr. Piggott has a caller.” 

“Can’t come in here, mister,”’ said the man, his voice 
lacking all trace of the musical Welsh intonation which 
Norman had heard in Sergeant Price. ‘‘ Private property.” 

“ Every man’s house and garden is private property,” 
agreed Norman. “ But that doesn’t prevent him admit- 
ting callers, does it ? Open up, and don’t try to be funny. 


Because, if you feel like a spot of fun, I can supply 
plenty.” 
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“Oh, yes? Pretty fresh, ain’t you?” sneered the 
fellow disrespectfully. ‘“‘ Mr. Piggott never receives any 
callers, and I don’t want any of your funny business.” 

“My poor, misguided fellow, the funny business hasn’t 
started yet,’ said Norman, with his most friendly smile. 
“ Just wait a minute and I'll show you my speed. You'll 
scream with merriment.”’ 

He trod on the gas and sent the Lagonda shooting back 
along the road in reverse at such speed and with such 
skill that the man behind the gate stared in amazement. 
Norman shot round the curve and parked the car at the 
fork. Then he ran farther along the road to the tractor. 

“Excuse me, brother!” he sang out cheerily. 

With one jump he was on the machine, and a very 
surprised Brecknock County Council employee found 
himself lifted out of the iron bucket-seat and deposited 
in the road. The idling engine burst into a roar, the 
gears crashed, and the heavy tractor moved off smartly 
down the road. 

“Hey!” gasped the late driver, running alongside. 
“What are you doing with that tractor?” 

“ Borrowing it!’’ explained Norman. 

“But you can’t do.that, sir... .” 

“Don’t be a fathead—I’m doing it,” said Norman 
blithely. ‘‘ If there’s any trouble with your immediate 
boss, refer him to me. Can’t you see I’m paying a call 
on Pig’s Eyes? They won’t let me in, and they’re fond 
of a bit of fun!” 

The tractor was not a speedy vehicle, but in all its 
life it had never gained such velocity as it gained now, 
under the dare-devil hand of Norman Conquest. Down 
the steep gorge it thundered, swinging round the bend 
majestically, emitting dense volumes of blue smoke. 

The feliow behind the gates was left in no doubt as to 
what was going to happen. The tractor, instead of slowing 
up as it grew near, gave a positive snort of triumph and 
charged like an army tank. 

Craaaaash ! 

Norman Conquest was no longer among those present 
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at the happy moment. He had no particular wish to be 
hit over the head by flying chunks of wrought-iron. 

The gates, notwithstanding their great height and 
strength, crumpled up in a most spectacular and pleasing 
fashion. There was a noisy tumult of shrieking and 
cracking metal, a clanging and clattering. Sections of 
torn and twisted iron fell to the road, but the greater 
part of the gates, torn bodily from the hinges, were 
festooned in a spidery network over the tractor, and 
carried along until the tractor came to a halt. 

Plenty of time for Norman to race like a hare for the 
Lagonda, leap in, and drive back. He saluted smilingly 
to the gamekeeper-like man as he passed through the 
gateway. 

“‘ Didn’t I say we’d have fun ?”’ he chuckled. 

The Lagonda purred on, and within a quarter of a mile 
of the gates the steep-sided gorge opened out, and within 
a minute or two Norman was driving through fairly 
open country. The road descended steeply, plunging 
right down into the valley. 

But he was not able to keep his attention on the distant 
view. The road was still very narrow, so narrow that 
only one car could use it at a time, and there were high 
banks on either side. A powerful open car was approach- 
ing at high speed, and it suddenly came to a stop with 
its tyres shrieking on the rough road. Norman Conquest 
did the only thing he could do, and brought his own 
car to a standstill. Two men leaped out of the 
other car, and came striding towards him with hot and 
angry faces. 

‘‘ Who the hell gave you permission . . . 

The man who had started speaking found himself 
unable to carry on, for his jaw, sagging loose like an old 
bit of limp leather, had become paralysed. He was 
staring at Norman Conquest with frightened eyes. 

The situation was relieved by the arrival of a third car, 
driven rapidly from the direction of Llandrood Dene. It 
was an open semi-racer of expensive make, and the man 
behind the wheel was middle-aged, clean-shaven, and 
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dressed with an extreme neatness which seemed hardly 
necessary in such an isolated neck of the woods. Before 
this man had got out of his car Norman knew that he 
was looking at the Master of Llandrood. There was a 
hard, authoritative look on Humphrey Piggott’s lean, 
mask-like face. He took quick strides towards the 
intruder’s car, and he raised a hand and pointed back 
along the road. 

“Get out!” he said briefly. 

“Mr. Humphrey Piggott, I believe?” drawled Norman. 

“Get off my property!’ said Humphrey Piggott, 
calmly and dispassionately. ‘“‘ You have already de- 
molished my gates, and I can give you in charge for wilful 
destruction of property. You have just one minute to 
get out!” 

Norman’s smile was as serene as ever as he looked 
straight into the man’s eyes, which seemed to be burning 
with a cold fire. | 

“And how, Mr. Piggott, are all our Phantom Trains 
this morning ?”’ he murmured politely. ‘‘ Well tucked 
away, | hope?” 

Humphrey Piggott ignored him; he half-turned and 
reached out a hand. 

‘“Denniss, that shotgun!’ he said curtly. 

The man with the semi-paralysed jaw took a double- 
barrelled gun out of the car and handed it to his master. 
Piggott cocked one of the hammers, placed the gun 
against his shoulder, and took steady aim at Norman 
Conquest. 

‘““You’ve got fifteen seconds left, my friend, to get off 
my land!” he said threateningly. ‘‘ You are a wilful 
trespasser, and if I am forced to shoot you I have wit- 
nesses to prove that I did so in self-defence.”’ 

If Norman had ever seen murder in a man’s eyes, he 
saw it now. He was surprised, and not a little disturbed. 
He had rather expected fireworks, but not.explosions of 
dynamite. This angry man 

“Well, it’s been nice kn ; 


said leisurely. ‘‘ If that’s the} way von yy penpaps we’ 
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better call the whole thing off. But you’ll be seeing me 
again.” 

ih the same easy, almost careless way he revved up 
the engine, engaged the gears and drove in reverse until 
he came to a gateway. Here he turned and continued 
his retreat. His object was achieved, and he was satisfied. 
He had come face to face with the recluse of Llandrood 
Dene, and any doubts he might have had were dismissed. 
Just as he had read Evan Griffith’s character, so he had 
read Humphrey Piggott’s. This man was evil to the 
very marrow of his bones. He exuded cultured vileness 
out of every pore. It was going to be great fun getting 
his blood. 

“Listen, sir!’’ Denniss, who had now got his jaw 
working, clutched feverishly at Piggott’s sleeve. “‘ That 
man! He’s the fellow who was in the hospital ward last 
pepe when I threw the bomb! I recognised him right 
O nes 

Humphrey Piggott nodded. 

“I wonder if you did recognise him? That man is 
Norman Conquest, and his presence here means that that 
cursed tramp did not die without speaking! We've got 
to put everything else aside until we’ve got Conquest!” 

“ But we had him, sir... .” 

“No good. We can’t take him openly like that,’’ said 
Humphrey Piggott. ‘‘ We’ve got to watch him, follow 
his every move—and seize him at the first likely oppor- 
tunity. It’s not going to be easy, because Norman 
Conquest is just another name for poison | ” 


CHAPTER NINE 
TWENTY DOOMED MEN 


NorMAN Conquest had made such snappy work of his 
early call on Mr. Humphrey Piggott that neither Joy 
Everard nor his host were down when he got back to 
Caerlyn Manor. He was informed that breakfast would 
be ready within a few minutes, and he lit a cigarette 
and pottered amiably about the garden in the sunshine. 
A more harmless and peaceful-looking young man could 
not have been seen in the whole of Wales. 

Joy regarded him with definite suspicion when she 
came downstairs, as fresh as a flower, and looked out into 
the autumn sunshine. His very idleness was suggestive. 

““ How long have you been down ? ”’ she asked pointedly 
after she had accepted a good-morning kiss. ‘‘ Because, 
if you’re going to tell me that you came down early to 
look at Mr. Griffith’s flower-beds, I shan’t believe a word 
of it. Your middle name may be Trouble, but it isn’t 
Middleton.”’ 

“Nice morning after the storm,” observed Norman. 

When they went in to breakfast, Mr. Evan Griffith had 
just appeared, and there was a puzzled and not entirely 
displeased look on his face after he had wished them a 
cordial ‘“‘ Good-morning.”’ 

“Extraordinary story about Piggott this morning,” 
he said as he ushered them into a mellow breakfast-room. 
“ That’s why I’m a bit late. My apologies, Miss Everard.” 

‘““ What,” asked Joy, ‘‘is this extraordinary story ?”’ 

‘““Somebody got hold of a heavy tractor that was 
being used to remove the fallen trees, and smashed clean 
through Piggott’s great gates,” said Griffith, almost 
gleefully. ‘‘ Tore them right down and made scrap-iron 
of them.” i 

Joy nodded understandingly as she gave Norman an 


approving glance. 
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‘So that’s what you’ve been doing this morning!” 
she said. ‘‘ Well, I think you’re rather mean. You might 
have taken me along! I love seeing gates smashed 
down.” 

“You don’t mean ...!” Mr. Griffith spoke in a 
startled voice, and then, as Norman nodded, he burst 
into a roar of laughter. “I might have known it was 
you, young man! God bless my soul! Nobody has ever 
dared to do a thing like that to Piggott, and you come 
along and make mincemeat of his precious gates ! Capital 
—capital !’’ He suddenly pulled himself up and coughed. 
“Not that I can really approve. .. .” 

“ Tit for tat, sir, that’s all,” explained Norman blandly. 
‘“‘ Piggott wrecks your level-crossing gates, and I return 
the compliment. If the tractor-men get into any trouble, 
I’m quite willing to pay the damage.”’ 

“What on earth made you do it ?” 

“TI wanted to meet Piggott, and I knew of no quicker 
way of drawing him out of his burrow,”’ drawled Norman. 
“T met him all right, and he pointed a shotgun at me 
and threatened to ventilate my insides unless I cleared 
out. I’ve taken a strong personal dislike to Mr. Humphrey 
Piggott, and from now on he’s going to have my un- 
divided attention.” 

During the morning, however, Norman Conquest’s 
interests did not seem to be centred on Llandrood; he 
took Joy for a walk along the abandoned railway track 
—ain the safe direction of Caerlyn, where the railway ran 
entirely through Mr. Griffith’s property. 

“We've got to find out just where the Phantom Train 
went, and where it was loaded-up,” said Norman keenly. 
‘We can leave the Llandrood end of the investigation 
until after dark. Keep your eyes skinned, Funny Face, 
and watch for signs.” } 

The rusted rails bore no indication of, having been 
used, and the track, weed-choked in places, wandered 
between shallow cuttings until it finally took a curve 
round a young mountain. On one side the rock cliffs 
rose sheer for hundreds of feet, and on “he other side 
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stretched meadowlands. It was a wild, picturesque 
region, where the land was useless for agriculture or 
grazing. Spinneys of tall trees hid the rest of the valley 
fromiview. 

“ Hallo! What’s this!’ murmured Norman suddenly. 

He pointed to a very small snail which sat squarely in 
the middle of one of the ancient metals. There was no 
glistening trail, and when Norman touched the snail he 
found it to be dead, but still attached. 

“Good enough, young Pixie!” he said, his eyes 
gleaming. “‘ This little animal has been here for weeks. 
The train didn’t get as far as this, or Master Snail would 
be pulp.” $ 

They retraced their steps, both searching closely and 
eagerly. It was Joy who made the next discovery, and 
it was an important one. 

“Isn’t this a spot of oil?” she asked. 

It was—right in the middle of the four-foot way just 
where the track took the gradual curve round the wall 
of sheer rock. Dead leaves and dying weeds were choking 
the track, and the oil spot was almost hidden. 

“Fresh oil,”” murmured Norman, as he went down on 
his hands and knees. “ We're getting hot, my young 
sleuth! This is where the engine stood while the train 
was being loaded. The trucks must have been in this 
direction,” he added, pointing. “‘ When the train busted 
the level-crossing gates the engine was in front—so 
when the ‘train made its outward journey, the trucks 
were being pushed. That explains why we weren't 
spotted by the driver when the Phantom Train nearly 
ran us down.” 

He walked slowly up and down the track, examining 
the ground where the trucks must have stood. He 
claimed no particular credit for arriving at the solution 
of a mystery which had been puzzling the local inhabitants 
for over a year—and for arriving at it within a few hours. 
He had had a grim and terrible clue, amounting almost 
to concrete evidence. The others had had nothing but a 
few rumours. The cold-blooded murder of Bob Adams 
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in the little Herefordshire hospital had told Norman 
that sinister issues were involved. But he could at least 
have taken the credit for acting with greased lightning 
efficiency while the clue was red-hot. Here was the real 
secret of Norman Conquest’s quick-fire success. 

“Only on wild and stormy nights,’’ murmured the 
Desperado, as he paced. “‘I don’t wonder the wheeze 
rang the bell. Not a house or a cottage in sight from 
here—nothing but wild hills and gorseland and woods.” 

He had been hoping to spot some fragments of the 
same black rock as the chunk he had found in the night. 
Incidentally, the very finding of that enlightening 
evidence was due solely to Norman’s own rake-hell speed. 
If he had not playfully locked the crossing-gates against 
the Phantom Train, the Phantom Train would have 
swept by without rocking, without jolting, without losing 
a hunk of tts freight ! 

“But there’s nothing here that could be loaded on to 
a train,” objected Joy, in a puzzled voice. “I’ve never 
seen a more desolate spot.” 

Norman was gazing thoughtfully up at the frowning 
cliff, which rose almost perpendicular alongside the 
track. 

‘““H’m! This gives me a thought, Pixie,’ he mused. 
“Tf Pig’s Eyes could devise one rock door, he could 
devise another!” 

“What do you mean—rock door?” asked the girl, 
giving him a hard look. ‘‘ You’ve been holding out on 
me, my lad! I’m still waiting to hear where you went 
last night, and now is a good time for you to explain 
your extraordinary behaviour. .. .” 

Norman Conquest had not done with his extraordinary 
behaviour, it seemed, for he suddenly gave one leap 
towards his little pal, picked her up like a feather, and 
hurled her bodily clear of the track. If she had been 
released from a catapult the effect could not have been 
more startling. The girl fairly flew through the air with 
the greatest of ease and finished up in the middle of a 
bush fifteen feet away. 
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Before she hit that bush her ears were deafened by a 
thunderous crash of splintering rock. Norman had seen 
the great boulder, weighing more than a ton, toppling 
over the lip of the precipice, high above. His own leap 
for safety was a masterpiece, and he only just made it. 
The boulder crashed practically on his heels, and he 
instinctively flung himself face downwards and thus 
escaped the flying splinters. One or two fragments 
rebounded against his legs and reminded him of his other 
slight wounds. 

““ Sorry, old girl, but there was no time to call a taxi,” 
said Norman, as he ran to the bush and gently took Joy 
into his arms. ‘‘ They haven’t wasted much time, have 
they? By God! They’re asking for trouble!” His 
voice grew as chill as an arctic blast, and his eyes were 
two points of blue ice. ‘‘I don’t mind them trying to 
rub me out, but when they include you in the script. . .” 

“Why shouldn’t they include me in the script?” 
interrupted Joy, as she pulled a couple of thorns out of 
a tender spot. ‘‘ No need for you to get so worked up, 
Desperado. As your partner I’m entitled to share your 
dangers.” 

“Oh, yeah ?” said Nerman scornfully. “Septic slugs 
who attack a man can be forgiven, but I’ll allow no 
quarter to the same S.S. who make war on women—and 
particularly you.” 

While he was speaking he had drawn a gun from his 
pocket, and his eye was on the skyline. But the opposition 
was far too clever. There was no trace of any living thing. 
The boulder might have become dislodged quite naturally 
as a result of the night’s storm. 

“Coincidence, Pixie, is a queer thing,” said Norman 
with truth. “ But nothing is going to convince me that 
a hunk of death should accidentally fall at the exact spot 
where we were standing.” 

There was something unusually alert in his manner, 
and Joy saw that he was searching among the smashed 
fragments of the great boulder. As a matter of fact, he 
had seen the boulder strike against a ledge about twenty 
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feet from the ground, and part of the ledge had broken 
away. 

‘Are the gods with us?” he sang out suddenly. 
“Look at this!” 

He had just turned over a large fragment of granite, 
and it was lighter in colour than the rest of the rock. One 
face of the granite was worn quite smooth—and on it, 
very faintly visible, was the half footprint of a rubber 
sole ! 

‘Get it?’ breathed Norman. “ This is a bit of the 
broken ledge. On it a muddy footprint ! Which proves 
that somebody must have stepped on the ledge since last 
night’s rain |”’ 

He went swarming up the cliff like a monkey, securing 
foothold and handgrip where none seemed available. He 
reached the broken ledge and crouched there, his eyes 
fairly scorching the immediate rock-face. A happy smile 
appeared on his face after only a minute, and then he 
descended to Joy’s side. 

“Find anything ? ”’ 

“It occurs to me, my sweet, that this particular spot 
is very unhealthy,” replied Norman deliberately. “I 
think perhaps we’d better be strolling back to civilisation. 
The opposition must be getting desperate, and. . .” 

““ Never mind the opposition,” interrupted Joy. “ You 
found something up on that ledge. What was it ? If you 
don’t tell me, I'll go back and look for myself.” 

But Norman did not tell her. Neither did she go back. 
He saw to that. The girl was rather exasperated, in fact, 
by his persistent mysteriousness. 

During the rest of the day he simply idled. This does 
not mean to say that he selected an easy-chair and 
drowsed in it. Norman Conquest’s idleness would have 
been hectic activity in most men. He drove with Joy 
into Caerlyn, and had a look round the picturesque little 
Welsh town ; then he went on to Tonypyll, and took in 
most of the surrounding countryside. At various points 
he dropped into friendly-looking hostelries for refresh- 
ment. In this way he gained quite a lot of knowledge, 
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listening with apparently bored interest to the local 
gossip. 

The things he had suspected about Humphrey Piggott 
were all substantiated by his new gleanings. The man 
was wealthy, and his family had lived in the Llandrood 
Valley for many generations. But he was the first Piggott 
to turn the valley into a kind of feudal stronghold, to 
erect gates and barriers and exclude all local labour. 
There were generations of simple, honest folk in these 
hills who had always served the Piggotts—coachmen, 
stable-hands, gardeners, maids and so forth. With the 
coming of Humphrey, all had been summarily dismissed. 
The men he employed were, in the eyes of the neighbour- 
hood, “ foreigners.’”’ In short, Humphrey Piggott was 
about as popular as a visitation of the plague. 

It was not until after dinner that evening that Norman 
Conquest showed signs of becoming really active. While 
his host was escorting Joy to the drawing-room he took 
the opportunity to virtually sneak upstairs. He remained 
in his room only ten minutes, but when he came quietly 
and stealthily down to the hall he found Joy awaiting 
him. A very cool and determined little person, with a 
look in her eyes that made Norman visibly shrink. 

‘Have you got everything?”’ she asked serenely. “Gun? 
Wrist-watch with the secret band? Fake cigarette-case ? 
Skin pocket with the spare knife-blade and file ? ” 

““ Now, look here, Pixie...” 

“If you think you’re fooling me, you’d better give 

ourself a pinch and wake up,” she interrupted. “ Wait 
just a couple of minutes and I'll be ready.”’ 

“ Guess again, Bright Eyes,’ drawled Norman, taking 
her by the shoulders and turning her towards the drawing- 
room door. ‘“‘ Have you forgotten our genial host ? We 
can’t both desert him, and you'll have to do the honours. 
I’m only going off to do a spot of scouting.” 

““You’re an awful liar, Desperado, and you know it,” 
replied Joy. ‘‘ Other people may not recognise that look 
in your eye, but I do! You're going to make a frontal 
attack, and I’m all for it. But it’s a job for two.” 

L.T.C. F 
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His strained expression suddenly vanished, and he 
kissed the top of Joy’s head, winking artfully at a portrait 
of Mr. Evan Griffith’s great-grandmother as he did so. 

“You win, young Pixie,’ he said lightly. “ Buzz 
upstairs and get into that dark-coloured two-piece.” 

She fairly flew, her sweet little face alight with eagerness 
and triumph. But when she came downstairs three 
minutes later he was gone. . . . And there was nothing 
to tell her which direction he had taken. 


Norman Conquest had just hated to pull that scurvy 
trick on his staunch little partner, but he felt that he 
was justified. The mission he was intent upon was man’s 
work, and he-man’s work at that. 

It was all very well for him to walk open-eyed into 
the heart of the enemy’s camp, but it was no bowl of 
cherries for a girl. At the risk of earning her everlasting 
anger he had had to leave her behind. 

For he knew—or believed he knew—just what kind of 
a witch’s brew he was walking into. And there are some 
things that simply can’t be done. Introducing Joy 
Everard to witch’s brews was one of them. He had 
serene and preposterous confidence in himself, and it 
was his way to hunt danger before danger hunted him. 
But Joy was more precious to him than he was sometimes 
ready to admit, even to his own heart. 

The evening was intensely black, and there was only 
a normal breeze blustering through the hills. Dense 
clouds covered the sky, and the moon had not yet risen. 
So the darkness was very suitable for Norman’s pro- 
gramme. He walked swiftly and silently along the old 
railway track—not in the direction of Llandrood Valley, 
but towards Caerlyn. He was convinced that the secret 
of the pitiful Bob Adams was to be found on that granite 
ledge, above the spot where the Phantom Train had 
taken on its mysterious freight. 

The darkness did not prevent him making the cliff 
climb almost as easily as in daylight. And when he 
crouched on the ledge the merest flicker of his shielded 
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electric torch was enough for his purpose. A patch of 
the granite rock was slightly smooth, slightly worn, 
slightly greasy! The keenest of men, chancing to be on 
the ledge, would have seen nothing whatever suspicious. 
But Norman had been definitely looking for the very 
thing he had found. 

That worn and slightly greasy patch of rock meant that 
it was often handled. It was the “‘ open sesame” to 
Humphrey Piggott’s secret! He pushed with all his 
strength—and the result was completely satisfactory. 

He felt the rock quiver, and his ears caught a soft 
rumble of sound as a section of the cliff, as large as a 
stable door, rolled back. It was very ingenious, and 
Norman had no doubt that the heavy slab of rock was 
provided with oiled wheels at the base, like the door of 
a great strong-room. 

A yawning black cavity stretched before him, and a 
wave of curiously stuffy and fetid air beat into his face. 
He flashed his torch once, and saw a wide tunnel, with 
great timber supports, leading straight into the mountain. 

Gun in hand, he advanced, creeping as silently as a 
stalking leopard. The darkness was that of the tomb, 
and he felt his way by running a hand along the wall. 
The unpleasant odour became more pronounced. The 
ventilation in this place was clearly of a rudimentary 
character. He came to a spot where the guiding wall 
fell away, and he stood stock-still. Somewhere on his 
left a mysterious thudding impinged upon his ears. He 
switched on his torch again, took a quick look. He 
appeared to be in a strange honeycomb of mine workings, 
and there were two branch tunnels. Having got his 
bearings, he switched off and took the working which 
led towards the thudding sounds. 

Deeper and deeper into the mountain he advanced, 
and he had long since recognised the fetid smell as a 
human smell—the unpleasant odour of bad breath and 
sweat and uncleanliness. A ring of chilled steel was en- 
circling his heart as he arrived at another corner of the 
workings. It was not necessary, here, for him to switch 
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on his torch; for when he turned the corner he saw a 
vague glow at the end of the cross-tunnel. He advanced 
quickly now, his feet making no sounds on the hard rock — 
floor. 

Peering cautiously round an angle of rock, he beheld 
a much wider working, with two or three lamps, giving 
feeble lights, hanging from the overhead joists. And at 
the rock-face, opposite, ten men were working—ten 
pitiful wrecks of humanity, bare to the waist with shrovy 
hair and dead-white skin—ten replicas of Bob Adams! 
One or two, perhaps, were huskier and stronger than the 
others, and Norman figured that these were comparatively 
newcomers. 

The circle of steel round Norman’s heart tightened. 
He had read stories of galley slaves working under the 
lash of corsair whips; but he had never dreamed it 
possible that he would live to see an almost identical 
scene with his own eyes. The ten men were excavating 
the curiously black ore from the seam which ran diagonally 
down the rock-face ; and each man was separated from 
his companion by a six-foot space ; and each man wore 
thin steel chains—one from a steel collar round his neck, 
and another from a similar steel collar which encircled 
his right ankle. These chains were attached to great 
stanchions in the overhead joists. 

“Good God!”’ breathed Norman Conquest, and his 
breath was practically aflame. . 
The poor devils had just sufficient room to wield 
their short-handled picks, and they were working in a 
mechanical lifeless manner. They were like human 
automatons. Now and again a man would take a brief 

rest, but then he would go on. 

“ Reach, Conquest !”’ came a soft, hissing voice in the 
Desperado’s ear. 

And he felt a gun muzzle boring into his spine. 


CHAPTER TEN 
AND ONE DOOMED MAN! 


“HELL!” said Norman Conquest savagely. 

He reached for the roof, dropping his gun as he did so. 
There are times when a second’s hesitation is full-brother 
to suicide. The quality in Humphrey Piggott’s voice told 
Norman that obedience was essential to life. 

“ Bring his hands down behind him, Larne,” said 
Piggott smoothly. ‘‘ You’d better help, Denniss. And 
watch him.” 

Norman’s hands were roughly pulled down. He felt the 
touch of cold steel, and two hard clicks followed. Piggott’s 
methods were efficient ; he had handcuffed his prisoner 
in the first five seconds of capture. 

“You spawn of hell!’ said Norman Conquest, his 
voice hoarse and strained. ‘‘ You’re wrong if you think 
you can get away with this filthy racket! Look at these 
pitiful slaves ! ”’ 

“Take care you don’t become one yourself,” said 
Humphrey Piggott coldly. ‘‘I have heard much con- 
cerning you, Conquest, and I was afraid, by your initial 
activities, that you were going to be a nuisance. I can 
see that the stories of your accomplishments were grossly 
exaggerated. You were rash indeed to enter this death- 
trap.” 

* You've forgotten that I’m not alone... 

“Pshaw! A girl! She won’t cause any trouble, and 
if she does—she will be dealt with. Your disappearance 
will puzzle Griffith, but there will be no clue. Just another 
queer mystery of the Caerlyn Hills.” 

Norman was master of himself again. 

‘‘Must you condemn these men to a living death ? ”’ 
he asked steadily. “ Is there no other way of employing 
labour for such dangerous mining ? Uraninite is perilous 

stuff.” 


”? 
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‘So you know that too?” Piggott raised his eyebrows. 
‘‘You are cleverer than I thought, my friend. Yes, the 
men who mine my pitchblende don’t last more than a 
few months, unless they are very strong and sturdy when 
they first come.” 

‘One of these days, you vampire, the radium you are 
refining will get you!’’ said Norman Conquest, with a 
ring of conviction in his voice that slashed through 
Piggott’s mask. ‘I’ve got the whole set-up now. This 
priceless ore is on Griffith’s land, and you're stealing 
sal 

“You know everything, don’t you?” murmured 
Humphrey Piggott. “ Yes, I was a mining engineer in 
South America for twenty years, and I learned all the 
secrets of pitchblende. When I was a boy I used to 
explore an old fissure in this mountain, and I remembered 
the seams of curiously velvety rock. . . . When I came 
back to Llandrood curiosity took me again to the fissure. 
And I knew that this mountain contained wealth in 
millions. I tried to buy Griffith out, but he was obstinate. 
I spent half my fortune in completing my preparations, 
and it has been a slow and tricky business. Labour— 
secret labour—was my most difficult problem until I hit 
on the idea of taking tramps off the road.” 

“ Dooming them to a living hell!” 

“Well, yes, I suppose you can call it that,’’ admitted 
Piggott reflectively. ‘‘ But what are their lives, anyhow ? 
By the way, I employ twenty men in here; the other 
shift is sleeping in its quarters.”’ 

‘I’m surprised to hear that you allow your slaves a 
little sleep now and again,” said Norman Conquest. 
“Perhaps you even feed them at times ? ” 

“Quite so; and if they don’t do a required amount 
of work, their rations are curtailed,” nodded Humphrey 
Piggott. “I have to keep them chained because a con- 
stant guard is not feasible; it is dangerous to stay in 
contact with the ore for sustained periods. It is not 
ordinary uraninite, Conquest. The radium content is 
amazingly high, and the impurities proportionately low. 


AND ONE DOOMED MAN! 87 


My other difficult problem was transportation. How to 
convey the ore from the secret mine on Griffith’s property 
to my refining plant in Llandrood Valley. I hope you 
appreciate my wrought-iron gates and other protective 
measures. I can’t have people wandering into the Lland- 
rood Dene precincts and inquisitively eyeing my ‘ electrical 
agriculture’ plant.’’ He chuckled, and it was like the 
sound of a werewolf’s laugh. “ You see, everything has 
to be so secret. It was the old railway line, so handy, 
which gave me the idea—and a play I once saw about a 
ghost train.” 

“So your lost souls get the ore out of the ground and 
store it up until a wild and stormy night comes along,” 
said Norman. “ Then it is safe to run the train——”’ 

“Not safe, but it is the nearest thing to safety that 
I can devise,” replied Piggott. “‘ But we are wasting 
time. You wouldn’t be interested to see the living 
quarters of the ‘ lost souls,’ would you? No, I thought 
not.” 

Norman was given no opportunity of indulging in any 
of his surprise moves. He was forced at the gun’s point 
to walk back to the exit. 

‘‘The ore is stored in one of these side tunnels,” 
explained Piggott, who seemed to derive a certain pleasure 
from giving his prisoner the details. ‘‘ They are now empty, 
of course, since we had a very full load last night. Special 
canvas chutes, quite silent in operation, carry the broken 
ore straight down into the sound-proofed trucks. All 
very simple, although darned expensive.” 

Larne and Denniss were efficient. They looped a rope 
under Norman Conquest’s arms, and swiftly lowered 
him from the ledge to the ground. 

There was another minor surprise. A small car was 
standing on the track. Its flanged wheels were of rubber, 
for they were completely silent. And the motive power 
was electricity, equally silent. With the prisoner abroad, 
the little party rolled through the darkness to the tunnel. 
They saw no sign of life during that brief journey ; they 
glimpsed no nimble, shadowy figure... . 
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After passing well into Piggott’s secret valley, a halt 
was made. After that came a walk through a kind of 
gorse-clad ravine, and then down a steep hillside, a 
narrow pathway wandering through dense trees. When 
they emerged into the open they were practically on the 
edge of a forbidding-looking stretch of water, known for 
hundreds of years as Piggott’s Yat. Half-hidden by the 
trees, near the bank, stood a fine new boat-house of 
concrete. 

“The water is deep, Conquest—in the old days people 
used to say that the lake was bottomless,” said Piggott. 
‘A foolish fable, of course. Nevertheless, you will find 
the water quite deep enough, I am convinced.” 

Larne had opened the boat-house door by this time, 
and it was an enormously strong door of solid teak, fitted 
with a lock which any self-respecting safe would have 
been proud of. There were no windows. Neither, for 
that matter, was there any boat. 

There was a swift, mechanical, terrifying efficiency 
about Humphrey Piggott and his men. It almost seemed 
that they were doing something that they had done so 
many times that practice had made them perfect. Norman 
was taken straight to a steel upright in the centre of the 
little building. His handcuffed wrists were padlocked to 
a steel ring above his head ; a chain was fastened round 
his waist and locked to the metal upright. And, curiously 
enough, a square wooden box was brought and so placed 
that his feet stood in it. 

“Tm wondering,” said Norman, “how many men 
have aeroared from this district during the last two 
years | 

“None,” replied Humphrey Piggott promptly. “‘ Your 
conclusions are quite erroneous, my friend. Larne and 
Denniss are proficient, yes—but only because they have 
handled dead men! I am not such a fool that I would 
cause any of our local inhabitants to disappear. The 
police inquiries might be too embarrassing.” 

“You said—dead men?” asked Norman, unable to 
conceal the horror in his voice. 
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“ Death in the ranks of my little labour force is unfor- 
tunately unavoidable,” said Piggott, the cold and callous 
words flowing with smooth ease from his thin lips. ‘‘ Don’t 
get a wrong impression, Conquest ; the mortality is not 
excessive. I don’t anticipate another death for at least 
six weeks... . .” 

“I suppose you’re going to treat me to the same fate 
as your other victims ? ” 

“With a slight difference,” nodded the Master of 
Llandrood. ‘ The others were dead before I dropped them 
to the bottom of the Yat. You will be alive.” He turned 
leisurely. ‘“‘ Are you ready with the mixture, Larne ? ”’ 

Norman looked too. He saw, for the first time, that 
Larne and Denniss were busy with cement out of a big 
_ bag, and they were mixing the grey powder with water, 
and making a puddingy mixture. A kind of low barrow 
was wheeled across the floor, and without a word the two 
men commenced shovelling the stuff into the box at 
Norman’s feet. 

Piggott was watching the prisoner closely, and a hellish 
smile twisted his face when he saw Norman’s sudden 
start of horrified understanding. 

“ Simple and effective,’ said Piggott. ‘‘ I’ve only used 
it on dead men, but the effect will be precisely the same 
on you. Attaching weights to a body is not always a 
successful method. The weights, after a certain period 
of time, might become detached. But a block of solid 
concrete—never !”’ 

_ “Ingenious. One might almost say devilish.” 

“Not at all. I’m merely employing a successful and 
rational method,” said Humphrey Piggott coolly. ‘‘ This 
is not ordinary cement, Conquest. It has unique quick- 
setting qualities, and within a couple of hours your feet 
and your legs half-way to your knees will be encased in 
a block of solid stone weighing more than a hundred- 
weight. Very little imagination is needed to tell you 
how swiftly you will be carried down to the bottom mud. 
And all your celebrated ingenuity, my young friend, will 
avail you nothing.” 
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Norman Conquest stood there in a cold sweat. The 
semi-liquid mass was already filled to the brim of the 
wooden box. Piggott nodded, and he and his two satellites 
switched off the light and left the building. It was all so 
calm and matter-of-fact—and, because of this, utterly 
terrifying. 

Not that Norman Conquest revealed any signs of terror. 
Piggott had seemed to tacitly understand that he would 
get no wailing appeals for mercy from his victim. He at 
least gave Norman Conquest that honour. The man had 
not wasted a single second ; he had talked a good deal, 
but something had been going on all the time. 

Something was going on now; a soft belial chuckle 
zephyred on the dark air, accompanied by a metallic 
clinking. 

“ Perfect !’’ breathed Norman Conquest happily. “It 
worked like a dream! I fell right into the hands of the 
enemy, as I knew I would, and the Piggott pestilence has 
obligingly spilled all the beans! In about a couple of 
hours he’ll think I’m dead, and after that—oh, boy, can 
I put something over ? ” 

If Humphrey Piggott had known more about Norman 
Conquest he would not have been so complacent. The 
dare-devil young Trouble Hunter had not been so called 
for nothing! He had hunted trouble to-night, and he 
had found plenty ; but he had a few wily cards up his 
sleeve, as usual. 

It took him about four minutes to get his hands out 
of the handcuffs ; he used all the skill of Houdini himself, 
with an extra dose of his own. With his hands free, it 
did not take him long to remove the chain from his waist, 
for it was secured at the back, but not locked. 

Then, very carefully, very gingerly, he raised his feet 
out of the concrete mixture. It might be quick-setting, 
but it had been unable to do much in this way in the 
course of five minutes. 

Admittedly, this concrete-block idea had given Norman 
a bit of a jolt at first ; he had hardly expected anything 
so hellish. But it had advantages. The Desperado’s 
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quick brain had instantly snapped into a Great Idea. 
Before the light had been extinguished he had seen a pile 
of straw in one of the corners. It did not take him long 
to twist the straw into two loose ropes, and he worked 
in total darkness. For his captors had rifled his pockets 
of torchlight and gun. 

He carefully wound one of the ropes round and round 
his left foot and ankle; then he treated the right foot 
in the same way. It was not difficult to place his feet 
back in the cement mixture, and to smooth the surface 
so that there was no sign of any disturbance. But now 
—what a difference ! 

His feet and ankles were actually encased in a soft 
bedding of loose straw. The concrete, when it set 
hard, would set owtside this protective zone! There was 
less than half an inch of the stuff at the top, near his 
legs—a mere shell. Just as Norman had freed himself, 
so he got back into his original manacles. 

“Okay, Pig’s Eyes, we’re all set!”’ drawled Norman 
wickedly. 

He laughed, and there was a quality in his laughter far 
more menacing than the snarl of a man-eating tiger. He 
waited calmly, and he could feel the concrete getting 
harder and harder with every minute. After exactly two 
hours a key turned in the lock, the light was switched on, 
and the Master of Llandrood walked briskly in, with 
Larne and Denniss behind him. 

“‘ Well, my friend, everything ready ? ” said Humphrey 
Piggott, eyeing Norman with an amused twist on his 
mouth. ‘‘ You seem to be made of stern stuff! No trace 
of distress whatever ! ” 

“Get on with your filthy work,” muttered Norman 
sullenly. 

‘« Are you in such a hurry to make your exit ? ” mocked 
Piggott. ‘It is only a little after eleven, and the night is 
quite young.” Suddenly, his manner changed, and the 
transformation was so abrupt, so terrible, that even the 
cool ‘“‘ 1066” experienced a full-blooded shock. “ Very 
clever, young man!” snarled Piggott, his face distorted 
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into a caricature of human features. “ But you’re not: 
so clever as I am. I know your tricks better than you 
think I do—and you could have saved yourself a whole 
lot of trouble.”’ 

With a bludgeoning hammer-blow, Norman Conquest 
knew that the dice were loaded against him. 

‘‘Larne! Denniss! Bring the wire!” went on Piggott 
harshly. ‘‘I’ll show this young fool what I think of his 
fancy tricks! You didn’t know that one of my men was 
watching and listening through a spy-hole, did you? 
But you're going to the bottom of the Yat just the same, 
Conquest! And I’m not going to waste any time by 
waiting for a second box of concrete to set !”’ 

The two men sprang into action. They had brought 
with them a coil of galvanised wire, and they 
proceeded to wind coils of this round each of Norman’s 
ankles until he could have screamed with the pain of it. 
The other ends of the wire were carried round and across 
the box of concrete. So his feet would be imprisoned in 
that death-weight in spite of his ingenious precautions ! 

His thoughts, during these moments, were bitter. At 
last he had slipped so badly that there would be no come- 
back. That serene confidence of his had let him down. 
The gods were frowning to-night. 

With that same terrifying efficiency, Piggott’s men 
carried out their orders. With the wire securely fixed, 
they did not waste a moment. Releasing Norman’s 
wrists from the handcuffs, and unfastening the waist 
chain, they lifted the concrete box on to the low barrow. 
It was a simple matter to trundle the barrow to a little 
jetty, against which rocked a boat. Norman was trans- 
ferred into the boat, and Piggott and his men took their 
seats. Not a word was spoken. 

The boat was electrically propelled, and it went gliding 
silently out across the black, forbidding waters of the 
Yat. Norman heard the click of the control as the current 
was shut off. 

‘“ This will do,’”’ said Humphrey Piggott briefly. 

There was no last-minute sneer of triumph. The 
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' Master of Llandrood seemed to regard the whole thing 
as a mere matter of business. The utter cold-bloodedness 
of the man was almost beyond belief. 

With a heave, Larne and Denniss got the heavy box 
on to the edge of the boat, Piggott leaning far over the 
other.side as a counter-balance. 

; Okay,” grunted Denniss, panting hard. ‘‘ Let him 
go | 

Splash ! 

Norman Conquest sank into the icily cold water with 
awful, appalling speed. Down—down—down! His very 
breath was wrenched out of his body, but in a despairing 
fight for life he managed to close his mouth. The one 
thought in his mind was for Joy. And he was bitter— 
more bitter than he had ever been in his life, with death 
right at hand. 

“And the last words I spoke to her were mean and 
contemptible,’ he told himself tragically. “‘ She wanted 
to come, and I lied to her, God forgive me!” 

It seemed that the descent would never end. He had 
a feeling that his feet were being torn from his ankles, 
and a dull sense of despair was creeping over him. 

And then the miracle happened. 

Something lithe and slim came streaking down out of 
the surface water; small but strong hands grasped him 
by the arm, and clung tightly. Norman Conquest felt 
that his brain was going. He was mad! A wild thought 
had raced into his brain, but he knew that he must be 
wrong. .. . Young Pixie! She had come. .. . No, he 
was madly insane to even hope. ... : 

He knew nothing of the passage of time, and he had 
a sensation of fighting in a great mass of enfolding blankets. 
Then, miraculously, his feet were free! He felt himself 
rising, assisted by the slim figure which was still with 
him. Something of his own strength came surging back 
through his limbs, and he forgot the awful pain in his 
chest. He struck out, and he struck upwards. 

But it was Joy who prevented him from breaking sur- 
face noisily ; she even managed to propel him slantingly 
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away from the spot where he had sunk, for this little 
elfin girl was a swimmer of brilliant achievement. 

‘‘ Take it easy, Desperado,” came her soft, breathless 
voice in his ear as they trod water. “‘ Everything’s fine 
now. The boat’s on its way back, but we mustn’t make 
a sound.” 

Norman’s eyes were open, and in the deep gloom he 
could just discern the black shape of Humphrey Piggott’s 
electric boat as it glided towards the shore. 

“‘ Pixie !’’ he muttered. ‘‘ It’s not true 

“We'll go this way,” the girl interrupted. 

Her assistance was no longer necessary for with air in 
his lungs the athletic steel-limbed Desperado was rapidly 
himself again. Side by side they swam as silently as 
otters towards the tree-lined bank on the other side of 
Piggott’s Yat. 

“But how ...I mean, when... 

He paused foolishly. They had just pulled themselves 
on to a grassy bank, and Norman saw that Joy was clad 
in a black woollen pullover and dark shorts. Then he 
realised that he was wasting time. He drew her gently 
to him and enfolded her in his arms. 

“Oh, Norman, I was so frightened,” she whispered, 
when he had disengaged her lips. 

“You! Frightened !’’ Norman was incredulous. “ If 
you want to see somebody who was frightened, take a 
look at me! When I found that my brilliant stunt had 
gone west... . Brilliant stunt, nothing! Pixie, old thing, 
I’ve been taken down more pegs to-night than .. .” 

He suddenly stopped and held her at arm’s length. 

“But how the dickens did you do it ? ” he demanded 
wonderingly. “ What a fool I was to run out on you as 
I did, after lying like a dago.” 

“No, you were wise,” she whispered, nestling closer. 
“We might both have been caught then. As it was, I 
followed, and I saw those dreadful men climb up to the 
ledge after you had gone. I had an awful fright when 
they took you away in that queer rail-car, because I 
couldn't possibly keep up with it. But I knew they must 
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have brought you into the valley, here, and I spent hours 
searching—worried and fearful. . . .” 

She broke off, with a little choking sound in her throat. 
Norman knew that she must have suffered the tortures 
of the damned during those dreadful hours. 

“I saw some men walking down a woodland path, and 
I followed,” the girl continued. “‘ They were so sure of 
themselves that they left the boat-house door open, and 
I saw them putting that wire round your ankles—and 
the box. And I saw the wire-cutters they had been 
using.”” She gave a scornful little laugh. “‘ They left 
them on the floor! ”’ 

“My God! And you nipped in just after they had 
carried me out, and grabbed them,”’ muttered Norman, 
looking at her with such an expression in his eyes that 
she trembled. ‘‘ And then you swam after the boat : 

“That was easy,” she interrupted. “It was quite 
slow, and I started diving even before they had dropped 
you over-side. I was afraid that I wouldn’t be able to 
use the wire-cutters. But I did... somehow... .” 

For a full minute they were silent, for further words 
seemed futile. Norman Conquest drew this staunch little 
lady of his closer to him, and his opinion of his own hell- 
for-leather resourcefulness was never at a lower ebb. 

But he was naturally buoyant, and after a while his 
spirits began to revive, and the old dare-devil expression 
returned to his face—accompanied by something different. 
A look so hard, so relentless, that Joy shivered when she 
saw it. 

“We're getting out of here, Pixie—now!”’ breathed 
Norman, his voice throbbing. ‘“ Don’t forget, Norman 
Conquest is dead! You'll leave Caerlyn Manor with 
Brother Mandy, after spreading the story that your boy- 
friend has run out on you. We'll return secretly to 
London, and we’ll make ... plans... .’’ He paused, and 
his quartz-grey eyes were like rapier points. ‘‘ Plans for 
the rescue of twenty doomed men! There’s a bloke 
named Chandler . . . Sir Anthony Chandler... .” 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 
THE MAN WHO GLOWED IN THE DARK 


CLINGING like a limpet to the wall, Norman Conquest 
reached upwards into the darkness and grasped a pro- 
jecting knob of the ornamental stonework of the balcony. 
His feet slid noiselessly from their almost invisible grip, 
and his lithe body swung outwards. A moment later 
he had drawn himself up over the low stone balustrade. 

A french window stood slightly open, for the autumn 
night was still and heavy. Like a shadow he slid through 
the narrow space, and his exploring fingers parted the 
drawn curtains. He stepped into the utter darkness of 
the bedroom and stood stock-still, his ears instantly 
picking up the sound of regular breathing from a position 
on his left. 

He turned his eyes in this direction. . . . And an icy 
chill settled at the base of his spine and paralysed his 
every muscle. He stood there staring at the spot where 
he knew the bed was placed, and a nightmare sense of 
unreality blanketed his usually alert brain. For in spite 
of the absolute darkness he could see the man who lay 
in the bed ! 

““My God!” breathed Norman Conquest in horror. 

He had seen many strange and terrible sights in his 
adventurous young life; but never before had his eyes 
encountered anything so eerie as this. The face and a 
portion of chest and the hands appeared to be floating 
in mid-air, surrounded by the enveloping darkness ; they 
glowed with a ghastly internal luminosity. Yet the glow 
was so faint, so ethereal, that even Norman Conquest’s 
brain doubted the message which his eyes conveyed. For 
if the macabre thing he saw was true, the man in the bed 
was glowing from head to foot ! : 

A sense of sudden shame came flooding hotly over the 
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Gay Desperado; he felt that he was committing an 
unwarrantable intrusion. For about the first time in his 
life he was frightened, and it was the dread sense that 
he was in the presence of something Unknown, something 
unspeakable, that had this unique effect. Another man 
would have fled in panic ; and Norman’s own movements, 
as he turned back to the window, were unusually hurried. 

“No, don’t go,” said a quiet, pleasant voice. ‘‘ What 
did you want to see me about, Mr. Conquest ? ”’ 

A light switch clicked, and two softly-shaded bedside 
lights sprang into life, flooding the room with a mellow 
glow. In that same instant the nightmare was over, and 
the return to normal was so sudden that Norman Conquest 
looked as sheepish as he felt. He found himself gazing 
upon a slim, clean-shaven, refined-looking man, whose 
twinkling eyes as he sat up in bed were full of amusement. 

we aeen.. that is +2. Well, you see. 

The usually imperturbable Norman Conquest found 
himself stammering, and he stopped. He felt extra- 
ordinarily foolish. 

“Come and sit down, Mr. Conquest,” said the man in 
the bed. “‘ You'll find cigarettes in the box on the table. 
Help yourself.” 

“Damn it, Sir Anthony, you might at least curse me 
a bit and threaten to have me kicked off the premises,”’ 
protested Norman, as he accepted the invitation. “I 


thought I was being clever. . . . Climbing up your wall 
and making a forcible entry, I mean. But-as soon as I 
got inside...” 


‘“‘ My appearance in the dark gave you a shock, eh?” 
interrupted Sir Anthony Chandler dryly. “ I’m not sur- 
prised. I imagine the effect, when viewed for the first 
time, must be pretty startling. I’m used to it.” 

Norman began to feel more at his ease. Under the 
electric lights his host was revealed as a normal man, and 
his charming, even cordial, manner was somewhat embar- 
rassing. He had propped the pillows behind him and was 
sitting there quite comfortably, regarding Norman with 
friendly interest 
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‘“‘T gathered,” said Norman carefully, “‘ that you were 
not very keen on granting me an interview, Sir Anthony.” 

‘You gained a wrong impression, my dear fellow,”’ 
said the other with a chuckle. ‘“‘ When you first called 
in the middle of the evening I was being examined by 
Lord Hurristone, the heart specialist. His lordship curtly 
told me that I could receive no visitors, and it was he 
who sent word down that nobody was to be admitted.” 

“T called twice afterwards, and each time your butler 
gave me the same reply,” explained Norman. “It was 
easy enough to locate your bedroom window, and to 
watch until the light was extinguished. .. .” 

“And, being a young man who won’t take ‘ No’ for 
an answer, you adopted this novel method?” smiled 
Sir Anthony. “‘ Well, here we are, very comfortable and 
very private. What can I do for you, Mr. Conquest ? ” 

“I want your advice,” replied Norman, his manner 
becoming hard and incisive. ‘‘I must have it. You are 
the greatest living authority on radium, and probably 
the only man who can help me. I’ve got a job to do, a 
tough job, and I want to start with all the advantages 
I can get.” 

The man in the bed lost his smile. 

‘ — job. Is it connected with radium ? ” 

ag 

“Have you already experimented ? ” 

“No, not yet.” 

“Thank God for that,” said Sir Anthony Chandler, his 
set expression relaxing. “I don’t know much about you, 
Conquest, but I’ve heard that you’re a pretty reckless 
young devil. Well, don’t monkey about with radium. 
Juggling with two or three sticks of dynamite is a much 
healthier amusement.” 

Norman took time off to admire the spirit of the 
famous doctor who sat propped up in the bed. Sir Anthony 
Chandler had given twenty years of his life to radium 
research and the practice of radiotherapy, and he was 
acknowledged to be the world’s greatest living expert on 
the deadly and mysterious element. Six months ago he 
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had ... retired. Norman Conquest thought he knew 
why. 

“ You weren't afraid,” said Norman quietly. 

Sir Anthony shrugged. 

“No. When I started my researches I was—ignorant. 
When I became alive to the perils of my occupation I 
was far too interested to take heed of warnings.” 

“ And then it was—too late ?” 

“So they tell me.” 

“Who are ‘they’?” drawled Norman. ‘“ Nobody 
knows more about radium than you do.” 

“Well, if it will please you—so I tell myself,’”’ replied 
Sir Anthony with a smile. “I’m so full of radium that 
I’m practically a danger to the community. You’d better 
not come too close to me, Conquest. There’s no danger 
if you keep your distance, but personal contact is inad- 
visable. Hurristone gives me six months to live, but I 
fancy he’s wrong. I give myself four at the outside.” 

His calm, even amused, tone filled Norman Conquest 
with a strange wonder. The famous doctor’s cheerfulness, 
with the certainty of an early death hanging right over 
him, was a lesson in courage and fortitude that zammed 
right home into Norman’s vitals. He suddenly felt rather 
puny. His own dashing cavalier courage in the face of 
physical dangers seemed rather cheap and tawdry com- 
pared with the splendid sacrifice of this man who had 
virtually given his life in the cause of science. Hospitals 
throughout the world were to-day handling radium safely 
and beneficially because of the fearless researches of 
such men as Sir Anthony Chandler. For he was one of 
the pioneers. 

“I wonder,” said Norman Conquest soberly, “‘ if those 
poor devils of Llandrood glow in the same way ? ” 

“If their tissues and bones are impregnated with 
radium—yes,” replied Sir Anthony. “‘ But if you'll tell 
me what the devil you’re talking about I might be able 
to give you a better answer.” . 

“T’ll tell you,” replied Norman, leaning forward, his 
face set and tense. “‘ I’ll tell you of a rock-girt valley in 
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the Welsh mountains—of a human fiend named Humphrey 
Piggott—and of twenty doomed men!” 

“You don’t mean—radium ? ” 

‘“‘ Urananite—pitchblende—radium—call it what you 
like,” said the grim-faced ‘‘ 1066.”’ “‘ In the Brecknock 
mountains there’s a place called the Llandrood Valley. 
I was there last week—and to-day I’m dead. Humphrey 
Piggott murdered me; he encased my feet in concrete 
and dropped me to the bottom of Piggott’s Yat. That 
septic spawn of hell thinks he’s at liberty to carry on 
with his filthy work without interruption... .” 

“Damn it, Conquest, this sounds good,” said Sir 
Anthony, as Norman paused. “‘ Am I supposed to believe 
that you freed your feet from a solid block of concrete ? 
I’ve heard rumours to the effect that you are a very 
remarkable fellow. . . .” 

“Tm not pulling any tall yarns, Sir Anthony,” inter- 
rupted Norman, his every word coated with frost. “ I’m 
serious for once—more serious than I have ever been in 
my life. I can see twenty pitiful wrecks of humanity— 
men who were once sturdy and strong... .’’ He pulled 
himself up, and his mouth was set in a thin, implacable 
line. “‘ Humphrey Piggott owns Llandrood,”’ he went on, 
speaking more calmly. “‘ His people have owned it for 
centuries. On the other side of the Llandrood mountains 
lies the Mount Caerlyn Estate. There’s an old railway 
tunnel, long abandoned, which burrows under the 
mountain...” 

“ Wait,”” murmured the man in the bed, pausing as he 
was about to light a cigarette. “ Haven’t I seen something 
in the newspapers about Llandrood ? Not recently, but 
last winter. Fantastic stories of a Phantom Train which 
only manifests itself on wild and stormy nights.’’ 

‘“ Phantom Train, yes—silently worked by electricity, 
with rubber-tyred wheels, and sound-proofed in every 
possible way,” zipped Norman Conquest. “I’ve seen it 
—and I know! On Griffith’s land there is a secret mine, 
with a seam of pitchblende worth millions. Piggott tried 
to buy him out, but Griffith’s people have lived in Caerlyn 
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for generations too. Griffith wouldn’t sell, and this human 
ghoul, bitten with greed mania, has been taking the ore 
secretly, and running it into his own crag-surrounded 
valley by means of the Phantom Train.” 
= Anthony Chandler gave his visitor a hard, searching 
ook. . 

“You'll forgive my scepticism, Conquest, but this 
grotesque story sounds—well, frankly, it sounds quite 
ridiculous,’ he said bluntly. 

“ And grotesque it is,” agreed Norman, rising restlessly 
to his feet and pacing up and down. “‘ Grotesque and— 
terrible. I penetrated into Llandrood Valley deliberately, 
with my eyes wide open—and Piggott nabbed me. It 
was my little pal, Pixie—Miss Joy Everard to you—who 
got me out of the lake after I had nearly made a mess of 
things. But Piggott thinks I’m dead, which is all that 
really matters. And I’ve got all the facts, Sir Anthony ; 
I know just where he mines the ore, and I know where 
he refines it. He gets his labour off the roads, hundreds 
of miles from his home! Tramps—vagrants—harmless 
beggars of the highway! There are twenty of them in 
this mountain plague-spot, and they work in chains— 
twentieth-century slaves more hopeless, more desperate, 
than any slaves who worked at the oars of a corsair galley ! 
At intervals a man drops out and dies, his body filled 
with the dreadful emanations of the radium ore. He dies, 
and Piggott encases his feet in concrete and drops him 
to the mud at the bottom of the lake. Then he goes out 
and gets another recruit! ”’ 

“Good God!” said Sir Anthony in a horrified 
whisper. 

He no longer doubted. Minute by minute, Norman 
Conquest’s magnetic personality had been enveloping 
him like a drug; minute by minute his scepticism had 
decreased. There was such a ring of conviction in his 
visitor’s whole being that the doctor could no longer 
accept the guide of his own common sense. He knew 
that this fantastic story was true in every detail. 

‘Now, perhaps, you understand why I’m here,” con- 
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tinued Norman, coming to a halt in front of the bed and 
gazing at his host with such intensity that the latter 
experienced a shock, as though a charge of electricity had 
run through him. “‘ I must have your advice, Sir Anthony. 
I’m going back to Llandrood to rescue those twenty doomed 
men |” 

“ But the danger...” 

“A fool would say, to hell with danger! ”’ flashed the 
Desperado. ‘‘I’m not a fool, and I’ve never had any 
hankering to commit suicide. I recognise the danger, and 
you can give me some pointers about radium. I know 
practically nothing about the stuff, except that it’s con- 
centrated death. It may be too late to do anything for 
the slaves of Piggott’s secret mine, but if there’s an 
earthly chance for them they’re going to have it. I’ve 
got an idea that this great seam of uraninite is different 
from any known to science, and its properties are therefore 
unique at 

‘““In that case, Conquest, all the advice I can give you 
will be more or less useless,” interrupted Sir Anthony 
Chandler crisply. “ There’s only one solution. Whether 
you like it or not, you’ll have to let me come on this 
adventure with you. If there’s anything that can be 
done for the poor fellows I might be able to do it on the 
spot—and time is vital.” 

Norman Conquest stared at his host almost stupidly. 

“But you’re a sick man...” 

“ Sick man be damned!” scoffed Sir Anthony, as he 
hopped nimbly out of bed. ‘‘I may have only a few 
months to live, but the one peculiarity of my complaint 
is that I’m still as fit as a fiddle.”’ 

He was lying, and Norman knew that he was lying ; 
but it was a grand courageous lie. Norman could see the 
fierce, unhealthy glitter in his eyes, and the trembling of 
his limbs, and the shortness of his difficult breathing. 
Involuntarily, the martyred doctor placed a hand over 
his heart, in order to suppress its agonised thudding. But 
on his face there was a cheerful, eager smile, and his 
feverish eyes were full of enthusiastic excitement. 
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“ Put it there, doc!” said Norman Conquest, impul- 
sively thrusting out a hand. 

“What did I say about personal contact ?”’ smiled 
Sir Anthony dryly, as he put his hands behind him. 
‘“[’m ten times more dangerous than these poor men 
you tell me of. And don’t call me doc. All my friends 
call me Tony.”’ 

The man, in spite of the dread disease which ravaged 
his system, looked ten years younger. Given six months 
to live, and virtually a bed-ridden wreck, he was yet 
instantly ready to answer the call—the call to aid suffering 
humanity. 

“ Okay, Tony,” said Norman Conquest. ‘‘ You win!” 

He spoke huskily. At odd moments he had had half 
an idea that he was a pretty grand sort of fellow. Now 
he had seen the genuine article, and although he was six 
inches taller than Sir Anthony Chandler, he felt a couple 
of sizes smaller. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 
JAKE PULLIN’S LAST RIDE 


THE autumn darkness had settled over the quiet War- 
wickshire countryside as a travel-stained saloon car 
rolled leisurely along an empty secondary road. 

But not empty for long. 

Presently, the car’s headlights revealed a slouching 
figure, big and husky, tramping along near the grass 
verge with a bundle over his shoulder. Humphrey 
Piggott eyed the back of the solitary trudging figure with 
the experienced eye of an expert. A grim smile flitted 
across his hard face as he eased his foot from the throttle. 

A tramp—a knight of the road—a homeless vagrant ! 

“ Care for a lift ? ” 

Piggott’s voice, as he brought the car down to a walking 
pace alongside the tramp, was unnaturally genial. The 
surprised man with the bundle turned an unshaven and 
eager face. 

‘Gord bless yer, guv’nor, not ’arf!”’ he said thank- 
fully. ‘“ You ain’t kiddin’, are yer?” 

‘Of course not. Hop in.” 

The man accepted with alacrity, bringing with him 
his bundle, his stick and an unsavoury reek of stale 
tobacco and beer. He closed the door with a slam. 

‘“ That’s us, guv’nor,” he grinned. “‘ I wish there was 
more gents like you on the road! All the way from 
Coventry I’ve come, and you're the first gent to offer 
me a lift.” 

“ That’s all right,”’ said Humphrey Piggott indulgently, 
as he drove on at a leisurely speed. ‘‘ Where are you 
making for ? ”’ 

‘“ Anywhere that’ll suit you, guv’nor.” 

“ But hadn’t you some place in mind ? ” 


“ Well, now you come to mention it, guv’nor, I thought 
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of staying for a few days at Stratford-on-Avon,”’ replied 
the tramp, in a sly voice. ‘‘ Me bein’ a descendant of 
Shakespeare, and. . .” 

“ A bit of a humorist, eh ?”’ interrupted Piggott with 
a laugh. “I suppose you’re really tramping somewhere 
to join relatives ? ”’ 

“’Oo, me? Relatives?” The tramp spat out of the 
open window. “I ain’t seen any of my relatives for ten 
years, and don’t want ! What good are relatives anyway ? 
When you've got money they hang round yer like flies, 
an’ when you’re broke won’t even own yer! That’s 
relattves ! ”’ 

The man did not see the twisted little smile which 
distorted his benefactor’s face. Humphrey Piggott was 
secretly pleased. This was the type of man he liked. 
Strong, talkative and an obvious ‘‘ won’t work.”’ Such 
men were not quite so easy to break in, but once that 
period was over they worked well. 

“T think you must have had some bad luck with your 
relatives, my friend,” said Piggott dryly. ‘‘ However, as 
the subject seemed to annoy you, we’ll drop it. Supposing 
we exchange names? Mine is Austin—Robert Austin.” 

“Fair enough, guv’nor,” said the tramp. “ Pullin’s 
the name—Jonathan Pullin. Only keep the ‘ Jonathan ’ 
quiet. I been known as Jake since I was a kid.” 

“Have a cigarette, Jake,” suggested Mr. Piggott. 

It was all so easy! The same simple formula—the 
same unsuspecting innocence of the victim! Jake Pullin 
saw an opened cigarette-case before him, and he accepted 
a smoke with eagerness. Piggott already had a cigarette 
in his own mouth, and it never occurred to Jake that it 
might not have come out of the same case! 

Piggott slowed down while he snapped his automatic 
lighter. They both lit up. The car continued its leisurely 
progress. Jake Pullin, under the influence of his host’s 
friendly manner, talked with growing familiarity and 
arrogance. A typical hobo. Piggott let him talk, and all 
the while there was that same twisted smile on Piggott’s 
lips. 
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He noted with satisfaction that the tramp was inhaling 
deeply and luxuriously ; and the “‘ knock-out ” effect of 
the drugged cigarette was proportionately quicker. A slow 
and timid smoker took about a quarter of an hour to 
pass out. Jake passed out after seven minutes. His talk 
became slurred and slow, and finally he slumped down 
in his seat, with the cigarette drooping from his coarse 
lips. And Jake slept. 

‘“‘ Just the type!” said Mr. Piggott with satisfaction. 

He took the still-burning cigarette from his passenger’s 
mouth and placed it in a small tin box. Throwing half- 
smoked drugged cigarettes out of the window was not 
one of Mr. Piggott’s failings. 

Soon, the car was roaring along the dark country roads 
towards Hereford—and Wales. There wasn’t the slightest 
risk. Humphrey Piggott had not committed any crime 
—yet. His passenger was merely a sleepy tramp. 

Third time lucky. Piggott had picked up two other 
tramps this evening, but a brief talk with them had con- 
vinced him that they were not good subjects. They had 
spoken of relatives—of wives and brothers. So they had 
been politely dropped and neither had had the faintest 
idea that he had escaped a frightful fate. 

Piggott’s saloon car was fast, and the roads were 
empty. He made excellent progress, and it was not late 
in the evening when he penetrated the bleak and empty 
Brecknock mountains. Deeper and deeper into the wild 
country he pressed, until, at last, further progress was 
barred by two enormously strong unpainted iron gates. 

They were unpainted because they were new. They 
had been set up only a couple of days ago. Norman 
Conquest had playfully demolished the original gates the 
previous week. 

A man dressed as a gamekeeper was on duty behind 
the gates, and when he had assured himself of the arrival’s 
identity he hastened to unlock the gates and throw them 
wide open. Humphrey Piggott passed into his domain, 
oe oi gates clanged shut immediately and were again 
ocked. 
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Without a word being spoken, Piggott drove straight 
on into the mysterious recesses of the valley. It was not 
long before the rocky sides of the canyon fell away, and 
wooded and open country was reached. The saloon went 
gliding down the winding road to the very bottom of 
the valley. 

A strange and awe-inspiring place, this deep cup in 
the mountains. On every side it was hemmed in by 
sheer crags, and there was only one other entry—a similar 
rocky pass on the other side of the valley, also provided 
with its great protective gates. 

Llandrood Dene, the ancestral home of the family, 
was a low and rambling building. Half-hidden behind 
majestic trees, it had almost a forbidding look, with its 
steep roofs and sharp gables and twisted chimneys. Only 
one or two lights were glowing from the windows when 
Humphrey Piggott brought the car to a standstill near 
the front door. He gave his passenger a cursory glance 
—knowing full well that Jake Pullin would not come out 
of his drug-induced sleep for several hours. . 

He went into the house and passed through the dimly- 
lit, stone-flagged hall, with its shadowy corners and 
quaint staircase. The room he entered was something of 
a surprise. It was a spacious apartment with a low, oak- 
raftered ceiling. Soft electric lights, artistically shaded, 
glowed at the touch of a switch. A cheerful fire was 
blazing in the great open fireplace, for the autumn night 
had turned chilly. Every article of furniture in this 
lounge-cum-library was a genuine antique, and there was 
comfort in plenty. It was the room of a wealthy man— 
a connoisseur. 

Piggott helped himself to a whisky and soda, and rang 
the bell. As though in answer to the ring, a happy bark 
sounded out in the hall, and a long-haired Scotch collie 
came bounding happily into the room. He fairly leaped 
at Piggott, his tail wagging with welcoming joy. 

“ All right, Scottie, old fellow, no need to make such 
a fuss,” laughed the Master of Llandrood as he set his 
whisky down and fondled the dog. ‘‘ Anybody might 
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think I had been away for a month instead of a few 
hours ! ”’ 

Scottie barked with renewed contentment and snuggled 
his nose against Piggott’s cheek. A strange sidelight on 
the man’s character! This dog loved him because he was 
kindly and affectionate—and outside in his car was a 
man who was doomed to chained slavery and certain 
death ! 

A man appeared in the doorway. 

“I’m back, Fitch,” said Piggott, looking up. 

Soees, sir.” 

“ Tell Larne I want him at once.” 

“Very good, sir.” 

The man went, and Humphrey Piggott continued to 
fondle the collie. Presently another man entered; a 
hard-faced, burly man dressed in serviceable gamekeeper’s 
garb. 

‘““There’s a man out in the car, Larne,” said Piggott 
in a matter-of-fact voice. “‘A useful replacement for 
the man who died yesterday. I was lucky ; he’s just the 
type we need. Get him into the workings at once. Better 
put strong chains on him, because he’s likely to cause 
some trouble at first.”’ 

‘““ Leave it to me, sir,’’ said Larne grimly. 

He went out to the car and took a look at Jake Pullin. 
A cruel grin came over his face for a moment, and then 
he got behind the driving-wheel and drove off. He took 
the car only a short distance before stopping to hail 
another man. 

‘‘ Hop in, Snell,” he sang out. ‘I shall need you.” 

They drove along a narrow, winding, grass-grown 
track which ultimately brought them to a gap in the 
hills through which the old abandoned railway line 
wended its way. The car was stopped, and Jake Pullin 
dragged roughly out and carried to the electrically- 
propelled trolley which stood on the track. The journey 
to the secret mine was quickly made, and the prisoner 
was carried in. 


The two men half-carried, half-dragged their prisoner 
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down the timber-supported tunnel. There seemed to be 
a perfect honeycomb of workings, but Larne and Snell 
knew their way. They ignored the thudding sounds from 
one quarter which told them that the night-shift was on 
the job. Experience had taught them that the secret 
mine was a place of insidious danger, and the sooner they 
could get out of it the better. Its danger was all the 
more terrible because it was not apparent. But Humphrey 
Piggott had warned them often enough. 

They turned, at length, through a narrow rock passage 
into a kind of hollowed-out cavern. Here there were 
crudely-made bunks set against the rock walls, and each 
bunk contained its sleeping slave. Poor, pitiful wrecks 
of humanity, with chains securing them to their beds. 
A single lamp, hanging from a hook, was casting a feeble 
light over the grim scene. On the other side of the chamber 
from the bunks was a long wooden -bench with rough 
forms. The sleeping and living quarters of Humphrey 
Piggott’s victims! The air was heavy with the fetid 
odour of dirty and sweating men, and human breath. 
For the ventilation was elementary. 

“Okay, Snell—better get back,” muttered Larne. 
“ T’ll chain this blighter up. Be with you in five minutes.”’ 

His first task was to run his fingers quickly through 
Jake Pullin’s pockets. And the first thing he found was 
a surprisingly clean white card. The card was blank on 
one side, but the reverse contained four figures—‘“ 1066.” 
Larne frowned as he turned the card over in his fingers. 

“Funny,” he muttered, puzzled. 

Something seemed to stir at the back of his brain, and 
for a moment he felt vaguely uneasy. But the thought, 
whatever it was, failed to coagulate, and he shrugged. 
He continued his search, bringing to light a dirty briar 
pipe, a box of matches, a handful of cigarette ends, a 
stub of a pencil, a grubby old weekly periodical, and 
a useful-looking clasp-knife. 

All these things Larne placed in a big envelope. Jake 
was already lying on his bunk, and it only remained for 
Larne to place a steel collar round the prisoner’s neck, 
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and lock it. An unbreakable steel chain ran from the 
collar to a heavy iron ring in one of the side timbers. 
A clamp was placed round either ankle and locked, and 
there were similar chains running to similar iron rings. 

Jake Pullin had taken his last ride! His awakening 
would be the beginning of a ghastly nightmare. For days 
he would scream and rave and curse—until starvation 
and exhaustion quelled him. Some of the new-comers 
succumbed quickly, others gave a lot of trouble. But in 
the end they all submitted, and once their spirit was 
broken they worked like robots. 

Larne lost no time in getting out of the hated galleries 
into the pure night air. He took a deep breath as he 
stood on the ledge and filled his lungs. He spat dis- 
gustedly. It was always a relief to get out. 

Snell was waiting with the electric car. They drove 
back safely to the valley. Larne was glad that it was 
not his turn to return to the uraninite mine, in the dark 
hour before the dawn, for the changing of the shift. 
To-night it was Denniss’s turn. On the average, Humphrey 
Piggott’s employees only entered the mine about once ~ 
a week, and then only for a few minutes. The danger, 
as far as they were concerned, was negligible. 

“Nothing much in the pockets, sir,’ reported Larne 
when he took the big envelope into the lounge-library. 
‘““A hefty clasp-knife was the only thing that mattered. 
Nothing on him to show his identity—no letters, or 
anything. ... Oh, yes! There was this, sir. Can’t quite 
make it out.” 

Piggott was seated at his desk, and he looked up with 
some slight impatience. . 

“ What is it you can’t make out, Larne ? ” 

; was card, sir.”’ 

Larne placed it on the desk in front of Humphrey 
Piggott—and the effect was electrical. For one tense 
second the Master of Llandrood sat paralysed, his muscles 
becoming set and rigid. Every atom of colour drained 
from his face, leaving it lined and pasty. 

“Good God !”’ he croaked. 
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He started to his feet, sending his chair crashing back- 
wards. Larne stared stupidly. 

“What’s wrong, sir? I—I don’t see 

“Fool!” snarled Piggott, his mask of cool efficiency 
flung aside. “Ten sixty-six! Didn’t you ever learn 
history, you dolt ? The year that marked the beginning 
of the Norman Conquest ! ” 

_ Larne made noises like a half-strangled hog. 

“It’s Norman Conquest’s sign!’”’ went on Humphrey 
Piggott hoarsely. “‘ You say you found it in the tramp’s 
pocket ? Are you sure? Which pocket ?” 

“Why, in one of his side coat pockets, sir,’’ panted 
Larne, thoroughly frightened. ‘‘ I never realised ... But 
Conquest is at the bottom of the Yat, sir! I helped to 
throw him over, and with that concrete on his feet ...”’ 

“Conquest is dead,” interrupted Piggott, his voice 
tense and sharp. ‘“‘ We know that, Larne, because we 
saw him die. But there was a girl ... We ought to have 
got the girl too... .” 

He broke off, and his eyes, when he turned them on 
Larne, were full of a great fear. 

“ But that doesn’t explain the real mystery, Larne,” 
he said in a whisper. “ It doesn’t explain how this card 
got into the pocket of a tramp whom I picked up by 
sheer chance over a hundred miles away !”’ 
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CHAPLIER THISTLEN 
THE VALLEY OF MYSTERY 


It was the old gay rake-hell spirit of cavalier devilment 
which had prompted Norman Conquest to slip the 
“1066 ” card into Jake Pullin’s coat pocket ; but there 
was nothing care-free in his expression as he saw Larne 
drive off in the car after picking up the other man, Snell. 
Norman knew quite well that Humphrey Piggott’s men 
were taking the luckless tramp to join the doomed 
company in the secret mine. 

“Well, this is one slave who won’t get his death dose 
of radium poisoning!’’ murmured Norman grimly. 
“Unless my plans get shot to pieces, Piggott’s latest 
victim will be a free man within twenty-four hours. Not 
that it isn’t going to be brutal hard going!” 

He did not approach the house, but stole off like a 
lurking shadow farther down the valley. He wanted to 
get a general lie of the land, so that there would be no 
hitch with his later operations. He wondered what the 
reactions of Piggott’s men would be when they found the 
card. For he was supposed to be dead, and dead men 
Saas go about leaving their visiting-cards all over the 
place. 

It was an ideal time for a spot of scouting. Larne and 
the other man were attending to the new arrival; 
Humphrey Piggott was probably eating ; and two other 
men, at least, were on duty at the gates. As far as Norman 
had been able to ascertain, Piggott employed twelve 
men, and three or four of these were undoubtedly at 
work in the new building which was supposed to be 
devoted to a revolutionary process of electrical agriculture. 

As Norman approached the building he was aware of 
a curiously acrid chemical odour. Yet there were no 


visible chimneys. Close examination proved that the 
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outer walls were tarred, after the fashion of farm buildings, 
and the concrete was so fashioned that it exactly resembled 
weather-boarding. There were no windows and big double 
doors, very ordinary-looking barn doors, were actually of 
steel and treble locked. 

“YT get it!” murmured Norman. “ Piggott won’t 
allow any visitors in the valley, but even if one did come 
to the house—and in broad daylight—from such a distance 
this building would look exactly like an innocent barn ! ” 

He badly wanted to look inside the building, for he 
knew that it contained intricate machinery for the 
refining of the uraninite ore—ultra-modern machinery, 
no doubt, which had been shipped into the valley over 
a period of months in innocent-looking packing-cases. It 
was a comparatively small plant, and a couple of men 
could no doubt look after it. Humphrey Piggott was in 
no hurry; with unpaid slave labour at his disposal he 
could afford to take his time. And the very secrecy of 
his operations rendered any large-scale plant impossible. 

But Norman Conquest was taking no foolish chances 
to-night ; he had promised Joy that he would confine 
his activities to simple scouting, and he meant to keep 
his word. At any rate, he would do his best. ... 

So, on the whole, it was rather fortunate that nobody 
entered or left the imitation barn during the period of 
Norman’s reconnaissance, or there might have been a 
certain amount of slugging and promise-forgetting. It 
was the quiet sound of an approaching automobile that 
distracted Norman’s attention from his immediate task. 
He saw the car’s sidelights in the distance—and he 
streaked with lithe speed for Llandrood Dene. He had a 
hankering to be on the spot when Larne reported the 
finding of the “‘ 1066” card. 

He made it with yards to spare, and was performing a 
panther act among the bushes when the car came to a 
halt and Larne hurried into the house. Easy enough for 
Norman to slide silently round the building until he was 
crouching outside the window of Piggott’s lounge-library. 
The window was closed, but Norman’s ears were at the 
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top of their form, and there were no distracting noises 
in the valley. 

He reflected, with grim amusement, on Humphrey 
Piggott’s elaborate precautions. Immense iron gates 
guarding both entrances to the property; unscalable 
craggy hills everywhere else ; men guarding the passes. 
Therefore, round Llandrood Dene itself—no guards at 
all! Once an intruder solved the initial difficulties and 
got into the valley, the rest was pie. 

The sounds which came through the closed window 
were entirely satisfactory. Norman had no difficulty in 
hearing Mr. Piggott’s throaty ‘““My God!” followed by 
the crashing of his chair. The ensuing dialogue was better 
than any music. One sentence in particular hummed 
through Norman Conquest’s brain, and set that organ 
hitting on all cylinders: ‘“‘ Conquest is dead; we know 
that, Larne, because we saw him die. But there was a 
girl .. . We ought to have got the girl too... .” 

This was unexpected. So they attributed the mysterious 
card to young Pixie! Norman’s intention had been to 
give Humphrey Piggott a gentle hint that his death was 
not officially copyrighted by Reuter’s, Press Association, 
Exchange Telegraph and Central News. And here was 
Piggott getting fat-headed ideas... . 

“Not so fat-headed at that!’ murmured Norman, 
his eyes beginning to glint with frosted mischief. ‘‘ There 
might be something in this angle. . . . It needs thinking 
about. I can already see beautiful possibilities.” 

His thoughts coagulated. It was always his brainy 
policy to anticipate the opposition, and his common sense 
told him that Piggott’s next move would be to make a 
search—for the supposed girl-friend. Piggott was not a 
fool, and he would know, after his thoughts had come 
out of their entanglement, that the dreaded insignia of 
“ 1066 ”’ had been slipped into the tramp’s pocket during 
the brief period that the car had been left unattended 
immediately following its arrival. And as mysterious 
cards cannot get into the pockets of unconscious tramps 
without human agency, the inference was as glaring 
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as a neon sign. Some unauthorised person was in the 
valley ! 

Norman Conquest did not have to wait long. He heard 
Piggott say, “‘ We’d better have a look at once,’’ and he 
heard a door flung open. A minute later the Master of 
Llandrood and Larne emerged from the big front entrance 
and walked rapidly away, with Scottie at their heels. 
Norman watched them from the cover of a handy bush. 
They were obviously going straight to the garage to 
examine the car, for Snell had driven off immediately 
after Larne had gone indoors to report. 

Norman glanced back towards the library window. 
Piggott had left the light on, and the window-catch was 
not likely to present any difficulty. . . . A golden oppor- 
tunity ! 

It would be some little time before Piggott could get 
back—five or ten minutes at the very least—and in the 
meantime there was his library, his private den, com- 
pletely empty and probably bulging with secrets. As 
Norman performed some feat of legerdemain with the 
window and got it open, a dim recollection of his promise 
to Joy impinged on his conscience; but he roughly 
thrust it aside, telling himself that examining Piggott’s 
library came well within the category of “‘ scouting.” 

A moment later he was inside, padding silently across 
the room to the door, which he carefully locked. Then 
he looked round. Piggott certainly knew all there was 
to be known about home comforts. This was a fine old 
room, exquisitely and luxuriously furnished. The softly 
shaded lights and the flickering fire gave the picture a 
friendly touch. About the only thing in the room that 
wasn’t friendly was Norman Conquest. He was just about 
as friendly as a ton of T.N.T. 

His eyes were exploring every inch ; his ears were on 
the alert for any interrupting sound. He was convinced 
that there was an immensely valuable store of radium 
somewhere. .. . Hardly likely to be in this room, however. 
_.. Radium was devilish tricky stuff. . . . He paused in 
front of a magnificent antique bookcase, giving it the 
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swift once-over. It was far too good to be true. It looked 
so solid, so innocent, that Norman Conquest was con- 
vinced that it concealed a safe. Just as well to know these 
things. ... 

. His gaze rested on a small side-table, complete with 
typewriter and rack containing paper and envelopes. 
A belial chuckle escaped him as a white-hot thought 
sizzled searingly through his brain. 

The imperturbable young Trouble Hunter calmly sat 
down at the typewriter, rolled a sheet of Piggott’s beauti- 
fully die-stamped-headed paper into the machine, and 
tapped out a letter. There wasn’t a second’s pause for 
concentration of thought. He knew just what he wanted 
to say, and he said it. Three minutes. ... Another quarter 
minute for addressing the envelope. . . . 

He heard voices in the distance and knew that it was 
time to be on his way. Slipping the sheet of paper and 
the envelope into his pocket, he replaced the cover on 
the typewriter and streaked for the door and unlocked 
it. He was outside the window and had just closed it 
when Humphrey Piggott entered the room, with Larne 
and another man at his heels. And there was nothing 
to give any hint that there had been an intruder. ... 

“No good looking to-night, sir,” came Larne’s pro- 
testing voice. “It’s as black as hell outside. We’d need 
searchlights—and even they wouldn’t be much good. 
There are so many trees—so much cover. She might be a 
mile away by now.” 

Norman decided not to wait. There was no sense in 
taking fool chances. . . . He became part of the night, 
merging into the shadows beneath the thick trees which 
partially surrounded the historic old house. Winning 
clear of the trees, he took a diagonal course across the 
valley, guided by a grotesquely-shaped ctag in the 
northern sky. Soon, he was making his way up the steep 
grassy slopes towards a sheer cliff-face. The ground was 
rough and stony, with dense clumps of gorse, and then 
a belt of trees at the very foot of the precipice. Under 
there it was pitchy dark, but right near the cliff-face 
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there was a little clear space between the foliage and the 
rocks as Norman looked upwards. 

He cupped his hands to his mouth and a queer wailing 
sound rose on the air. It was exactly like the cry of a 
night bird, and it was so soft that its range was quite 
local. | 

Norman waited, and a rope came streaking down from 
the upper darkness. 


CHAPTER FOURPEEN 
SECRET HEADQUARTERS 


THERE was something almost magical in the Gay 
Desperado’s ascent ; with ridiculous ease he hauled him- 
self up hand over hand, his feet scarcely touching the 
rocky cliff-face ; telling of perfect physical fitness and 
whipcord muscles. When he reached the top his breathing 
was still undisturbed and regular. The rope, after passing 
over a grassy bank at the summit, was fastened round 
the trunk of one of the big trees which crowded almost 
to the cliff’s edge. 

“Tm jolly glad you’re back, Desperado,” came a soft, 
silvery whisper, as a slim figure materialised out of the 
gloom. “I’ve been worrying like the dickens! ”’ 

“Then you're a young fat-head,” said Norman. “ Yank 
off one of your shoes.” 

“One of my shoes ? ” 

“And I want your handkerchief—or the three or 
four square inches of flimsiness you girls call a hand- 
kerchief.” 

“" But I don’t see...” 

“You're not supposed to see, my sweet,’ zipped 
Norman Conquest. ‘“‘ This the handkerchief? Good 
-lord! It’s even pottier than I thought! The shoe? 
Good! Expect me back in ten minutes.”’ 

Joy sighed. She knew how useless it was to ask 
questions when her dare-devil partner was in such an 
active mood. She felt his hands press her slim shoulders, 
and she saw a faint blur. Then he was gone. He slithered 
down the rope like a ghost and made his way back to 
Llandrood Dene. 

Not far from the spot where Humphrey Piggott’s cat 
had been parked he found a slightly damp patch of earth. 


It was a little depression where the rain of the previous 
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day had not yet completely dried. Carefully and cun- 
ningly, Norman impressed Joy’s shoe in the soft surface. 
Her other foot, presumably, had trodden on the hard 
ground, and so had left no impression. 

It was just a matter of swift and stealthy running to 
deposit the crumpled handkerchief in a spot where it 
could not fail to be noticed. With a grim chuckle bubbling 
inside him Norman streaked back for the cliff, easily 
avoiding Piggott’s search-parties. He was quite satisfied 
with his discoveries and his activities. The first essential 
was to weaken the opposition—to get it jittery from the 
head downwards. And Norman Conquest was a past 
master in the art of administering the jitters ! 

Having rejoined the anxiously waiting girl, he un- 
fastened the rope from the tree and they both plunged 
into the dense wood which topped the hill. Climbing all 
the time, they went across the mountain in the general 
direction of Caerlyn. 

He told Joy of the recent events, and his reasons for — 
requiring her handkerchief and shoe. 

“Fine!” commented Joy at length. “So I’m sup- 
posed to be the mysterious intruder ? ” 

“ That’s the general impression.”’ 

“Making a lone-hand attack on the killers of my 
valiant and late-lamented he-man ? ” 

“ You put it in a nutshell, my pet.” 

“ And to-morrow the whole of Piggott’s ghoul-force 
will be after my blood,” nodded Joy calmly. ‘ Well, I 
must say you think of everything! ” 

“Yes, don’t 1?” drawled Norman. “It’s what you 
call strategy.” . 

“Do 1? I was thinking of calling it something quite 
different... .” 

“But think, young Pixie!” urged Norman. “ Pig’s 
Eyes is so certain that I’m dead—don’t forget that he 
saw me sinking to the bottom of the murky Yat, blowing 
bubbles—that the ‘ 1066 ’ reminder failed to score a bull’s- 
eye. Piggott jumps to the conclusion that you're doing 
your stuff on your own—and that gives me an idea. Just 


120 LEAVE 47 TO:CEORGUVEST.. 


a girl to grab, and a girl who is fool enough to keep her 
suspicions to herself and act on her own! When Piggott 
sends his men after you to-morrow, he’ll think that the 
game is mere child’s play. And that’s where we'll have 
our pull. I’ve made plans for to-morrow. . . . Other 
ens 100 oso 

He grinned wickedly in the darkness as he pressed a 
hand against the pocket which contained the typewritten 
letter. 

They were descending a steep, rugged dip in the 
mountains, and soon they plunged into a densely wooded 
gorge. Actually, they were in a wild corner of the 
Mount Caerlyn Estate. The ground was choked with 
ferns, and the gulley itself was almost entirely smothered 
with creepers and brambles from overhanging banks. 
Completely hidden beneath this mass of wild verdure 
was Norman Conquest’s secret headquarters, complete 
with comfortable beds, electric lights, electric cooking 
and refrigeration and food stores for a fortnight. 

Pretty tall, eh? This is going a bit too far, you say. 
Either you have forgotten Norman Conquest’s hectic 
battle of wits against ‘‘ Miss Dynamite ”’ or it’s one of 
Norman’s adventures you missed. Anyhow, he induced 
an American millionaire ex-racketeer to sell him a mag- 
nificent Packard car complete with super bullet-proof 
trailer. It was a caravan of regal magnificence, with a 
spacious lounge and sleeping accommodation for several 
people—to say nothing of a well-equipped kitchen and 
even a shower-bath. It takes an ex-beer-baron with a 
fear-complex to evolve a luxurious travelling home with 
walls and windows proof against pine-apples and type- 
writers. In other words, bombs and machine-guns were 
simply wasted on this chrome steel home-from-home. 

Norman Conquest had placed the whole elaborate con- 
traption in cold storage, realising that it might prove 
useful on some future occasion. How wise he had been ! 
For the present binge, the great trailer-caravan was ideal. 
With Mr. Griffith’s permission, Norman had easily 
smuggled the thing into the Caerlyn property under 
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cover of darkness, and not even Griffith’s employees 
knew anything of its presence. The genial Welsh land- 
owner had urged Norman to bring his little party to 
Caerlyn Manor; but Norman liked Mr. Griffith far too 
much to bring bags of trouble on his head. Far better 
to operate from this secret spot. 

Even at close quarters there was no indication of the 
caravan’s presence, for although the interior was well 
lighted and ventilated, no glimmer of light was allowed 
to leak out. And even in broad daylight the creepers 
and brambles effectually concealed the car and trailer— 
which Norman Conquest, always thorough, had painted 
a dull green to match the surroundings. The spot was 
well chosen from another standpoint too; for just on 
the other side of the hill at the back of the gully was the 
craggy mountain which held the uraninite mine with its 
pitiful captives—and Norman’s main object in coming 
back into this Brecknock backwater was to rescue the 
doomed men. 

Parting the trailing creepers, Norman allowed Joy to 
step into the hidden space beyond. He followed, allowing 
the creepers to fall back. They were right against the 
steel door of the caravan. Norman tapped on the door 
with the end of a key—three sharp taps followed by two 
slower ones. It was a signal to Sir Anthony Chandler, 
and it meant that the interior lights were to be ex- 
tinguished. 

The door softly opened, and there was an eager whisper. 
Norman and Joy entered. The door closed. Norman 
himself switched on the lights again. And his first 
action thereafter. was to light a cigarette and inhale 
luxuriously. 

‘“‘ That’s the one drawback to this night-scouting stuff, 
Tony—smoking strictly prohibited,” he said calmly, as 
he dropped into one of the lounge chairs. ‘‘ Oh, boy, did 
I need this smoke ? ”’ 

‘“‘ Curse the smoke,” said Tony Chandler, whose usually 
pale and haggard face was flushed with eager excitement. 
‘What have you discovered? When do we go into 
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action ? Livingstone and I have been worrying like the 
Pevil.2-.6." 

‘Not me, guv’nor,” interrupted Mandeville Living- 
stone, putting His head through the kitchen doorway and 
grinning all over his crinkly face. ‘‘ I used to worry when 
I first started working for Mr. Conquest, but I don’t 
worry now. What’s the use ? Supper’s ready, miss, when 
you say the word,” he added with a bright look at Joy. 
“ Everything just as you told me.” 

“Fine! I’m starved,” said the girl. “I'll help you 
to serve it up, Mandy.”’ 

‘““And when we’ve eaten we can go to bed and sleep 
peacefully until the morning,” drawled Norman. “ To- 
morrow we start the real job of work... .” 

“Why to-morrow?” interrupted Sir Anthony im- 
patiently. ‘Why can’t we get into the secret mine 
to-night, Conquest ? You’ve told me that it’s on Gniffith’s 
land, and miles from Piggott’s place, and I can’t see why 
on earth you’ve been wasting time amusing yourself with 
this scouting trip. Curse Piggott ! It’s those poor captives 
who need our help ! ”’ 

Norman nodded. 

“IT agree,” he said gently. “Curse Piggott! May 
rodents gnaw into Piggott’s vitals! May his ancestors 
rise from their mouldy tombs and haunt him twice nightly! 
But you miss the whole point, Tony,” he added, becoming 
more serious. ““ Humphrey Piggott kidnapped every one 
of those poor slaves of his, and kidnapping is the most 
serious crime on the calendar, barring murder. And 
Piggott is guilty of murder too. For every man who died, 
and who was dropped to the bottom of the lake, was as 
surely murdered as though Piggott had stabbed him in 
the back. Piggott must answer for all these crimes.” 

“Can't he answer afterwards?” urged the doctor. 
“ Let’s rescue the men first. . . . You don’t realise the 
awful dangers of radium, Conquest! I don’t know the 
exact nature of the ore in this uraninite mine, but from 
what you have told me it must be extraordinarily rich 
in the radium element. The average ore contains only 
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five to ten grams of radium salts in every hundred tons. 
Do you realise that an ounce of radium is worth nearly 
half a million sterling ? Just one ounce! Most hospitals 
are glad to obtain possession of a fraction of a gram—for 
a gram is worth fourteen thousand pounds, at least ! The 
rays of this extraordinary element are dangerous to 
human life if the body is exposed to them for long periods. 
The alpha rays are not very penetrating, but the beta 
rays, which are particulate negative electrons, are far 
more dangerous. Gamma rays can penetrate several 
inches of lead, but they vary like the others. Just what 
rays the ore in this mine is giving out we don’t know; 
but it is quite definite that the imprisoned men are 
exposed to danger all the time.” 

“One more day can’t make much difference.” 

“But it can, Conquest,” insisted Tony. “ Radio- 
therapy, as my own condition proves, has its own special 
dangers—and they are all the more terrible because they 
are insidious.. Long continued exposure to minute doses 
of radiation leads to blood changes. I needn’t go into 
the medical whys and wherefores, but the red and white 
blood cells are destroyed, and after a certain time a 
plastic anzmia is established. That’s what’s wrong with 
me. My blood cells are in pretty rotten shape, and these 
infernal radium rays are chasing one another all over 
my body. I’m too far gone for medical science to help 
me. But Piggott’s victims—or some of them—may be 
saved. I tell you that every day is vital.” 

‘“‘T know it, Tony and I’m just as keen as you are to 
get into action,” said Norman, his eyes flashing like 
rapier points. ‘‘ Man alive, do you think I’m the sort of 
fellow to sit back and twiddle my thumbs—or take a 
night’s sleep—if I thought there was the slightest possi- 
bility of forcing the pace ? Piggott’s entire force is active 
to-night, and it’s a strong force—grim, armed to the 
teeth, ready to kill on sight. We’ve got to weaken that 
force before we can hope for any definite success—and 
we’ve got to make certain that Piggott answers for his 
crimes.” it 
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The words acted as a reminder, for he took from his 
pocket the letter he had typed in the library of Llandrood 
Dene. He read it through, signed his name to it, and 
then sealed the envelope down. 

“Which reminds me,” he said, as he rose to his feet. 
“T’ve got to post this letter—and I’d better do it before 
supper. Expect me back in half an hour.” 

He moved towards the door, and there was something 
of the old gay mischief in his eyes as he glanced at the 
envelope before slipping it into his pocket. The letter 
= addressed to Chief-Inspector Williams of Scotland 

ard. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
THE GIRL IN THE COTTAGE 


It was early in the morning, and ragged storm clouds 
were straggling across the autumn sky when Mr. Humphrey 
Piggott was awakened by the furious barking of Scottie. 

“What is it ?’’ demanded Piggott sharply, as he sat 
up in bed. “ Quiet, Scottie!” 

The door opened and Fitch appeared. 

“Tt’s Mr. Larne, sir,” said the butler hesitatingly. 
“ He says he must speak to you at once. I told him that 
you couldn’t be disturbed until eight o’clock .. .” 

“All right, Fitch; I know what I’m doing,” inter- 
rupted Larne, as he pushed past the man into the room. 
“T had to see you, sir.”’ He closed the door in Fitch’s 
face and advanced to the bed. “ Preston found this 
close by the Caerlyn gates half an hour ago.” 

He thrust a little flimsy lady’s handkerchief into 
Piggott’s hand, and the embroidered initials “ J.E.” 
had very much the same effect as a direct punch to the 
jaw. Piggott nodded slowly and grimly, and the lines 
of his lean face hardened and set into an ominous mask. 

“The Everard girl must have climbed the gates at 
some period during the night.” 

“ That’s what I told Preston, but he wouldn’t hear of 
it,’ said Larne. ‘‘ He said he was on watch all the time 
and nobody could have climbed the gates without him 
seeing.” 

‘‘ Tell Preston I want him,” said the Master of Lland- 
rood, his voice harsh and brittle. “I sometimes wonder 
why I pay you men such big money for so little service ! 
Didn’t I warn you all last week that Conquest and his 
girl-friend are as dangerous as dynamite? Didn't I tell 

ou that they always work alone, and that they never 
et go?” 
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“But Conquest’s dead... .” 

“ Conquest’s dead ! ” snapped Piggott savagely. “ Con- 
quest’s dead, so there’s no need to worry! Don’t I know 
that Conquest is dead? But the girl isn’t! And she’s” 
the kind of girl who can make havoc of all our plans 
unless we’re damned careful. She’s got Conquest’s 
infernal dare-devil spirit—doubly intensified because she 
suspects that he met his death on my property. She’s 
taking advantage of her sex, too, believing that we won't 
hit back at a woman. By God! We'll soon show her 
how wrong she is!” 

“ But she couldn’t have climbed those gates, sir,” said 
Larne almost pathetically. ‘‘ They’re over twenty feet 
high, and Conquest himself couldn’t have climbed them. 
There aren’t any cross-bars, like ordinary gates have got, 
but projecting spikes all the way up, and those long 
curly spikes at the top... .” 

“Get out of this room, you fool!” interrupted 
Humphrey Piggott, his voice as cold. as a snake’s. “‘ Do 
you think I don’t know how my gates are built ? Didn't 
I design them myself ? If there’s one person in this world 
who could scale the gates, granting that Conquest is 
eliminated, it’s the Everard girl! And Preston, after my 
warning, should have been on the alert.” 

Larne was glad enough to escape. Only once or twice 
had he seen the Master of Llandrood in a really dangerous 
mood—and men had died. . . . Larne preferred to forget. 

Piggott dressed quickly. He did not bother to take 
his usual bath or shave. Like all intelligent men at the 
head of an unlawful enterprise, he knew that his very 
safety depended upon the co-operation of his hired help. 
One weak link in that chain might spell disaster. It had 
taken him over a year to select his ‘‘ gamekeepers ’”’ and 
“ agricultural workers,” and it was essential that they 
should have full knowledge of the racket. High pay and 
a promise to share in the ultimate illicit profits kept them 
faithful; but they had no more intelligence than God 
had granted them, and the strain on their employer was 
constant and considerable. Eternal vigilance was neces- 
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sary in order to keep them in their places as cogs in an 
efficient machine. 

More news awaited Piggott when he went downstairs. 
Larne was in the hall, restless and worried ; and he had 
been joined by a burly, brutal-looking man who carried 
an air of authority. This man was Denniss, whose osten- 
sible position in the valley was that of steward. 

“We've found traces of footprints, sir,” said Denniss 
bluntly. ‘I think you’d better come and look at them 
right away.” 

Piggott nodded grimly. They went out into the raw 
autumn morning. In full daylight the dainty footprints 
in the soft patch of earth were clearly visible. They were 
just off the private road which ran in front of the house ; 
the keen wind had dried the patch completely, and the 
impressions stood out in sharp relief. 

“Well, Larne, do you want any more evidence?” 
asked Piggott ominously. ‘ The girl’s as clever as hell, 
but even she can’t see in the dark—and the first slip she 
made was to lose her handkerchief while climbing the 
gates. The second slip was to walk across this damp 
spot.’”” He bent down and examined the footprints more 
closely, and his jaw tightened. ‘‘ Well, we’re up against 
something ugly,” he continued, rising and facing the two 
men. “ Conquest’s girl was roaming in the valley last 
night ; she saw me return with that damned tramp, and 
she had the insufferable impudence to put one of Con- 
quest’s cards in the tramp’s pocket. In some ways this 
girl is a lot more dangerous than Conquest himself, and 
we've got to get her.” 

Larne and Denniss exchanged uneasy glances. 

“‘ Where did she go after she left the valley ? ’”’ muttered 
Denniss, ‘‘ Supposing she went to the police, sir ? There’s 
no telling what she found out last night... .” 

“Whatever she found out, she is keeping to herself,” 
interrupted Humphrey Piggott impatiently. “ Conquest 
never went to the police for help, and the girl won t. 
She’s out to revenge her man, and you’d better realise 
that we might just as well be facing an infuriated tigress.” 
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“‘T saw her once, last week, when she and Conquest 
were staying at Caerlyn Manor,” said Larne, with wonder 
in his voice. ‘‘ She’s only a half-inch piece, and as pretty 
a rae 
‘Size and personal appearance mean nothing,” said 
Piggott savagely. “I tell you, the girl is as dangerous as 
Conquest himself.” 

Without any hope of success, and merely as a matter 
of routine, Piggott instructed all his available men to 
comb the Llandrood Valley. Then he went into the house 
and rang up the steward’s office of the Mount Caerlyn 
Estate. There was a clerk named Davis generally on 
duty—and Davis was one of Piggott’s spies. 

“You mean that girl who was staying here last week 
with Mr. Conquest and his servant?” said Davis, in 
answer to Piggott’s inquiry. ‘‘ She left days ago, taking 
the servant with her. Mr. Conquest had to return to 
London unexpectedly, and we all thought there was 
something funny about it... .” 

“Tm not interested in what you thought, Davis,” 
broke in Piggott sharply. “‘ Has the girl been back since ? 
Is there anybody staying with Griffith now? Anybody 
at all?” 

“No, sir.’ I told you, the girl left days ago.” 

Davis was only a minor spy; he knew nothing of 
Humphrey Piggott’s real activities, and he thought he 
was only required because the two landowners were 
always at loggerheads. Piggott seemed to have an idea 
that Evan Griffith was always scheming to put one over 
on him. 

Piggott hung up discontentedly. So Joy Everard was 
not at Caerlyn Manor ; he had hardly expected that she 
would be. Yet she must be somewhere; the district 
was a bleak and unfriendly one and it was impossible 
for a strange girl to exist in such a sparsely populated 
community, where strangers were few and far between, 
without attracting attention. 

Piggott was restless and jittery. He was irritable to 
the point of viciousness. The whole situation was 
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grotesque. All this alarm over a tiny slip of an elfin-faced 
irl 


The phone rang. It was another of Piggott’s agents, 
a man who lived in the little village of Tonypyll, over 
the mountain; another man who knew no more than 
was necessary. 

“Thought you’d like to know, Mr. Piggott, that 
there’s a strange girl up at the old Phillips’ bungalow, 
on the side of Tonypyll Beacon,” said the man, little 
realising that his, words had made Humphrey Piggott 
stiffen like a man in a paralytic fit. “‘ Funny that a girl 
should live in that tumbledown place all by herself ; but 
_ she seems to be one of these painter people, and perhaps 
that accounts for it.”’ 

‘“There’s no need for you to bother me with such 
trifles,” replied Piggott, the eager gleam in his eyes 
belying the impatient tone of his voice. “‘ The girl’s got 
a perfect right to hire the Phillips’ bungalow, hasn’t she ? 
I suppose she’s been there for some time ? ” 

“No, Mr. Piggott ; nobody seems to have noticed her 
until this morning. She’s out on the beacon now with 
her canvas and paints... .” 

Piggott cut in and then hung up. He had heard all 
that he wanted to hear. He paid this man in Tonypyll 
to keep him informed of any strangers who happened to 
locate themselves in the district ; and he gave his spy the 
impression that he was not interested in the girl painter. 

His instructions to Larne and Snell, however, proved 
the opposite. When the two men obeyed his summons 
they found him pacing the library floor with jerky strides ; 
and his usually composed face was flushed and excited. 
Briefly he told them of the report. 

“ The girl is Joy Everard right enough,” he went on 
grimly. ‘ The old Phillips’ cottage hasn't been occupied 
for years, and is practically a ruin. No woman in her 
sane senses would rent such a place. The girl appears 
out of nowhere, and this transparent device of pretending 
to be an artist doesn’t deceive me, for a minute. You 
men are going after her.” 
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‘“We can’t do anything in broad daylight, sir,’’ pro- 
tested Larne in alarm. “ In Tonypyll and round-abouts 
we’re thought to be gamekeepers, and we’re friendly with 
everybody. We can’t go and grab the girl. . . .” 

‘‘ Who’s talking about grabbing ? ” interrupted Piggott 
impatiently. ‘‘ Miss Everard has never seen either of you 
and you can pretend to be a couple of shepherds. Just 
take a walk over the beacon and give this girl the once- 
over. Use your brains. If she seems disinclined to let 
you inspect her paintings, you can be pretty sure the 
painting is only a bluff. She’ll probably pack up her 
things the instant you appear. You can’t possibly mistake 
the Everard girl. She’s very small, trim, dark-haired and 
as self-possessed as a she-devil.”’ 

Humphrey Piggott could not help admiring the strategy 
of his girl opponent. She had to live somewhere, and so 
she had adopted the simple and brainy plan of posing 
as a landscape artist. Such people were fairly common- 
place in the Welsh mountains during the summer months, 
and the autumn had its attractions for the artistically- 
minded too. 

Larne and Snell went off on their mission without much 
enthusiasm. Detective work and spying were not among 
their finer accomplishments. Give them a murky deed to 
perform in the darkness of the night and they were well 
away. This open daylight stuff made them nervous. 

They left the Llandrood Valley by the north gates, for 
this led them through a rocky pass which took them 
almost directly on to the lofty, rearing slope which was 
locally known as Tonypyll Beacon—and they avoided 
the village altogether. A filmy white cloud was clinging 
to the tree-clad summit of the mountain when they 
emerged out of the pass; but on the higher and middle 
slopes there was no sign of human life. Just a number of 
sheep grazing in the sunshine, and a more peaceful scene 
could not have been imagined. 

However, the Phillips’ bungalow was on the other face ~ 
of the beacon, and Piggott’s emissaries were glad of this 
because it enabled them to approach to close quarters 
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before revealing themselves. Better to come on the girl 
unexpectedly. 

Twenty odd years earlier, just before the end of the 
Great War, a shell-shocked officer named Phillips had 
built himself a lonely bungalow near the top of the 
mountain, and the unfortunate man had lived a solitary 
life for a number of years before going mad and hurling 
himself to death over the edge of the Witch’s Needle. 
Nobody had claimed the bungalow, and none of the local 
people had cared to go near it ; and the place had drifted 
slowly into decay-with the passing of the years. 

Rounding a bluff of the mountain slope, Larne and 
Snell paused in some embarrassment. The strange girl 
of Tonypyll Beacon was no more than fifteen yards away, 
her back towards them. She was sitting on a little stool, 
industriously applying her brush. The small canvas on 
its easel was facing the two men and they could see that 
a painting was taking definite shape. Not that they gave 
the canvas much attention; their gaze was fixed on the 
girl’s fluffy blonde hair which shone like gold in the 
morning sunshine. 

“Thought as much,” whispered Larne hurriedly. 
“She can’t be the Everard girl. The boss told us that 
the Everard girl is dark... .” 

“ Better get back before she sees us,” breathed the 
other. “‘It was a damned silly thing to suppose that 
Conquest’s girl-friend would be up here painting, 
anyhow.” 

oftly spoken as their words were, it seemed that the 
girl with the palette and brush heard them ; or, at least, 
she was suddenly aware that her solitude had been dis- 
turbed. For she turned on her stool, her brush poised. 
And retreat for Larne and Snell was out of the question. 
Larne kept his presence of mind, and, adopting a musical 
Welsh accent, he strolled forward, touched his cap, and 
wished the girl a respectful good-morning. 

‘“‘ Haven’t seen any sheep on this side of the Beacon, 
have you, miss?” he added, as an explanation of his 


presence. 
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The girl, who had sprung excitedly to her feet, proved 
that she was the right size to answer Humphrey Piggott’s 
description, but there the likeness ended. Her freckled 
face with the protruding front teeth and big round 
spectacles was extraordinarily plain, and when she spoke 
her voice was lispy and simpering. 

“Ooooh!” she exclaimed ecstatically, completely 
ignoring Larne’s inquiry. ‘‘ Shepherds! Real Welsh 
shepherds! Gee-whizz! Can you beat that? Am I 
lucky ?” 

“Well, you see, miss... 

“You've got to let me paint you!” she went on 
breathlessly, striking an attitude and making a frame of 
her paint-smeared hands. “‘ You just can’t say no, boys ! 
What’s it worth ? I’ll give you five dollars each for half 
a day’s sitting. Come nght up to the cottage and I'll get 
you fixed.” 

Larne and Snell looked at one another helplessly. The 
girl’s voice, in addition to being simpering, was highly 
flavoured with an American accent and a compelling 
gusto. Her friendliness, too, was most disturbing. Drop- 
ping her palette and brush, she linked her arms into 
those of the two men, and gave a triumphant giggle. 

“Indeed, miss, it can’t be done,” protested Larne 
weakly. ‘‘ We’ve got our sheep to look after.”’ 

“ Aw, forget the sheep for a spell,” chirruped the girl 
as she urged them on. “ I’ve been looking all over Wales 
for a coupla boys of your type, and I’m not letting you 
go. No, sir! All you need is a little fixing, and you'll fit 
right into my picture.” 

Larne and Snell were the two most uncomfortable men 
in Brecknockshire. They could not shake off this fluffy 
American girl without being downright rude, and it 
would be bad policy to antagonise her. They both realised 
that Piggott had made a crass mistake, and it was up to 
them to get out of the tangle as best they could. Thus, 
almost before they knew it, they found themselves being 
ushered through the broken-down doorway of the old 
bungalow. With a gay laugh, the girl thrust them 
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forward into the dim interior—and into the presence 
of Norman Conquest. 

‘“ Hi-ya, boys!” said the Desperado drawlingly. 
ae work, young Pixie! Yes, you’d better close the 

oor.” 

If Snell and Larne had found the bungalow full of 
angry rattlesnakes they could not have been more 
bludgeoned with terror. The shock was double-barrelled. 
They were so convinced that the fair-haired girl with the 
teeth was not Joy Everard that they were completely 
unprepared for any trap. And having walked unsuspect- 
ingly into it, the sight of Norman Conquest, whom they 
believed to be rotting at the bottom of Piggott’s Yat, 
caused them to halt in their tracks as though turned to 
stone. 

““And how’s Comrade Pig’s Eyes this morning? ”’ 
continued Norman, who was leaning against the dilapi- 
dated mantelpiece in an attitude of negligent ease, with 
a cigarette tilting in the corner of his mouth, and his 
hat set rakishly on the back of his head. ‘“‘ And Comrade 
Denniss ? I don’t see... .” 

He was interrupted by a wild screech which escaped 
from Larne’s throat. Larne was one of the two men who 
had helped to throw Norman Conquest to his death. 
Snell had been on duty in another part of the estate, and 
had never even seen the rake-hell ‘“‘ 1066’; and all he 
could do was to stare with stupid, goggling eyes, knowing 
that the air was charged with a million volts of danger. 

“Conquest ! Alive! ”’ screamed Larne, his voice some- 
thing between a wail of terror and a snarl of fury. “ By 
God! When the boss finds this out .. .” 

“But he won’t, sweetheart—not until the minute I 
want him to,’”’ mocked Norman Conquest. ‘‘ Meanwhile, 
he’s going to do a bit of worrying about some more 
vanishing men.” 

“Oh, yeah?” rasped Larne, his hand leaping for 
sudden death. 

But he was eons too late. It was all the Desperado had 
been waiting for—the first move of either man to make 
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a grab for his hidden gun. As though it had been a signal, 
Norman Conquest ceased to be a languid young man 
leaning against a mantelpiece, and became a mixture of 
sizzling electricity and a dynamite explosion. 

Before Larne or Snell could get within finger grip of 
their guns, Norman was amongst them. His left and nght 
punches were aimed with deadly accuracy, and they had 
all of his hundred and sixty-four pounds of swiftly moving 
muscle and sinew behind them. 

Wham! Zam! 

Joy thought she heard the sound of cracking bones 
and she dodged adroitly ; for Larne was sailing straight 
through the air towards her. He fetched up against the 
door with a crash, and then subsided into a limp, quivering 
heap on the floor. Snell had taken a different route, 
skidding for some feet on his left ear into a dark corner 
of the room. And Norman Conquest stood in the centre, 
rubbing his knuckles. 

“Perfect !’’ observed Joy as she viewed the wreckage. 

“You're telling me ?”’ drawled Norman Conquest, his 
eyes aflame with cold fire. ‘“‘That did me good, Pixie! 
I’ve been wanting to get my hands on some of Piggott’s 
thugs for days. . . . The trouble is, it was too short.” 

Joy had removed the false dental plate from her mouth, 
but she retained the glasses and wig. 

“It was so easy that I’m wondering if there’s a catch 
somewhere,” she remarked thoughtfully. 

Norman laughed and went to the back door of the 
bungalow. From the front door one could look over 
miles of valley and hills, with Tonypyll nestling at the 
foot of the beacon; but from the back door there was 
nothing but a short rise culminating in a belt of thick 
trees. For the other slopes of the mountain were densely 
wooded right to the top—and just a little over. The 
bungalow had been built almost in the shadow of these 
hillside trees. 

Norman Conquest beckoned and two figures emerged 
from the trees and ran down to the cottage. They were 
both looking excited and eager. 
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“ Any luck?” asked Tony Chandler breathlessly. 

“Did you nobble one of the blighters, guv’nor ? ” 
inquired Mandeville Livingstone, his voice full of hope. 

“ They come in pairs, Brother Mandy,” replied Norman 
lightly as he took his assistants inside. ‘ They’re not 
much to look at, but they’ll do as a first instalment. 
Tony, you stay here with Pixie, and Mandy and I will 
remove the bodies.” 

Chandler felt slightly dizzy. 

“T’ve heard that you’re a fast worker, Conquest, but 
I never expected results like this,’ he said as he inspected 
the two unconscious men. “ To tell you the truth, I was 
inclined to doubt the efficiency of this scheme of yours, 
but it seems to be working perfectly.” 

“And we’re only just starting,” replied Norman, as he 
heaved the senseless Snell across his shoulder. “ Think 
you can manage the other bloke, Mandy ? ” 

“Who, me, sir ?”’ said Livingstone scornfully. “ Just 
say the word, and I’ll take both of ’em!”’ 

He was all whipcord and muscle, and the way he 
handled Larne, who was the smaller man of the two, was 
good to see. 

They took the back exit, and they had no fear of 
being seen. The cottage itself shielded them from direct 
view from below. And then had reached the cover of the 
trees in a matter of seconds. After that it was a long, 
weary, tiresome journey through the woods by a round- 
about route to Norman Conquest’s secret headquarters. 
And there was not a chance in a thousand that they 
would encounter any human being on the journey. 

“The big advantage of this stunt, Brother Mandy, is 
that Piggott’s thugs tumble right into my hands because 
they’re so shocked when they see me alive,’’ remarked 
Norman, while they were taking a brief rest. “ And it’s 
perfectly safe to let them know that I’m alive because 
they'll never get back to tip Piggott off. They don’t 
know it, but when they go to Tonypyll Beacon they take 
a one-way trail. Unless I miss my guess we'll deplete 
Piggott’s force by half before nightfall! Pig’s Eyes 
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thinks he knows all there is to be known about vanishing 
men, but I’m going to teach him something fresh.” 

When they reached the cunningly concealed trailer- 
caravan Livingstone soon saw just why Larne and Snell 
would never get back to Llandrood Dene ! 

Norman opened a door with a key, and switched on a 
light. 

“ Our own private gaol, Mandy,” he explained blandly. 

He walked in, and Livingstone followed. 

“Gord love us!”’ said the little man, staring. 

The place was no longer a luxurious state-room, as 
Livingstone had last seen it. All the furniture had been 
removed, including the fixtures ; a heavy steel plate had 
been riveted over the bullet-proof glass of the window, 
and the very walls, previously of ornate wood panelling, 
were covered with shining steel too. Even the door was 
pe of the same grim material, and fitted with a powerful 
ock. 

It was the end of the trail for Larne and Snell. 


CHAPTER SIATEEN 
THE MEN WHO VANISHED 


“You sent for me, sir ? ” 

Denniss, the overseer, had a worried look on his heavy, 
coarse face as he presented himself in Mr. Humphrey 
Piggott’s library. Noon had come and gone, which was 
exactly opposite to the performance of Larne and Snell. 
They had gone, but they had not come. They had been 
away for over three hours, and if Denniss was worried, 
Mr. Piggott was acquiring new grey hairs at the rate of 
several a minute. 

“You know damned well I sent for you,” said the 
Master of Llandrood, rising from his chair and striding 
round the desk. “‘ What the hell’s happened to those 
two men, Denniss ? Why aren’t they back ? ”’ 

Denniss avoided the other’s snake-like gaze. 

“No good asking me, sir,” he muttered uneasily. 
“They oughtn’t to have taken all this time—just giving 


the girl a look over. It seems kind of .. . funny. ... 
Nothing could have happened to them. Not in broad 
daylight.”’ 


“Then why aren’t they back?” snapped Piggott. 
“ You'd better drive into Tonypyll and see if you can 
see anything of them. By God! If they’ve been fools 
enough to handle the girl without direct orders from 
me. ...” He broke off, breathing hard. ‘‘ Go and see 
what you can find out, Denniss. But don’t go anywhere 
near the Phillips’ bungalow, or the girl will get suspicious. 
Make your inquiries in the village—and see that you 
make them discreetly.” 

Piggott was just finishing his luncheon when Denniss 
returned, and the man’s face was a curious mixture of 
bewilderment and uneasiness. 

‘ The girl’s up on the Beacon, painting just as she was 
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this morning, sir,” he reported. ‘‘ You can see her quite 
plain if you go through the pass beyond the north gates. 
She seems to be painting a different scene this afternoon. 
Yes, sir,” he went on hastily, as he saw Piggott’s fixed 
gaze. “‘ No sign of Larne and Snell at all. They’re not 
in Tonypyll, and nobody there has seen them this morn- 
ing. Santini says they went out by the north gate, but 
they didn’t come back. Looks as though they went 
straight on to the Beacon without going near the village.”’ 

‘“‘ And the girl, single-handed, knocked them cold?” 
said Piggott, his voice rasping with sarcasm. 

““ Maybe we're all wrong about her, sir. Seems to me 
she’s just one of these fool artists ‘i 

““ But we’ve got to be certain. Go and fetch two other 
men. Preston and Townsend will do. They’re off duty, 
aren’t they ?”’ 

“Yes, sir—sleeping. They’re on the night shift.” 

“All right. Wake them up and send them to me.” 

When the two men came, irritable because they had 
been aroused from their rightful sleep, they received their 
orders. Identical orders with those given to the first two 
men—up to a point. 

“Larne and Snell were fully aware that this girl might 
be Conquest’s partner,” said Piggott. ‘So they knew 
what they were doing, and they had no excuse for falling 
into any trap. I can’t see how there can be a trap on 
that mountainside. Nobody else but this girl has been 
seen, and it’s hardly likely that she would have anybody 
else with her. In fact, she may not be the Everard girl 
at all. You men go and find out.” 

They went. 

Hours passed—and they did not come back. When the 
autumn day began to close in, and the sky darkened, 
Humphrey Piggott’s unease and irritation turned to fury. 
He was hopelessly short-handed. With four men gone, 
his carefully planned itinerary was shot to pieces. Denniss 
and all the other available men were in various parts of 
the valley. 


“ But this is fantastic!” panted Piggott, sweating. 
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‘Four men disappearing in full daylight, on an open 
mountain! The thing’s impossible ! ”’ 

Restlessly he got out his car and drove up the valley. 
Four men gone out of twelve, and they were not men 
he could easily replace. Getting substitutes would be 
difficult, if not impossible. .. . 

“ Hell!” he swore savagely. “‘I must be going mad. 
_ There must be some simple explanation to account for 
the men being away all this time.” 

He went out by the north gates and stopped his car 
at the end of the pass. From here he walked, taking with 
him a pair of powerful binoculars. Rounding a slope of 
the hillside he halted. Beyond the other side of the dip 
rose the immense bulk of Tonypyll Beacon, with the last 
rays of the setting sun blazing on its exposed slopes, and 
tinting the russet leaves of the trees at the crest. A 
delightful picture, really, but Humphrey Piggott saw 
nothing of its beauties. His attention was focused on the 
solitary figure which sat on the mountainside with an 
easel. 

He put the binoculars to his eyes—and cursed softly 
under his breath. It was a curse of mingled relief and 
mystification. The figure, in the full yellow sunlight, 
sprang into sharp relief through the glasses. A girl with 
fair wavy hair, ugly prominent teeth, big spectacles, and 
dressed in the eccentric fashion which artists sometimes 
favour. 

““T was crazy not to come up here myself in the first 
place,” Piggott told himself. ‘‘ This isn’t the Everard 
girl. I might have known it. Those fools needed to take 
only one look to satisfy themselves. .. .” 

His thoughts stalled. Where were the fools, anyway ? 
What was the explanation of this extraordinary mystery ? 
The girl, as harmless-looking a specimen as Piggott had 
ever seen, could have had nothing to do with their 
disappearance. ... 

Or could she? 

When he got back to Llandrood Dene there was no 
further news. In a grim and dangerous mood, he ordered 
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two other men to accompany him. Fitch, his butler, and 
a swarthy thug named Santini. This time Piggott was 
going to conduct the investigation in person. He had to 
know.... 

They travelled by car to the spot where Piggott had 
used the field-glasses. From there they walked, and the 
chill twilight of the autumn evening had almost turned 
to darkness by the time they were climbing the final 
slopes of Tonypyll Beacon. A low cloud was clinging to 
the hilltop, completely obscuring the tumbledown 
bungalow, and it drifted lazily like a bank of fog. Piggott 
signed to his men, and they halted uncertainly. 

‘““She won’t be here now, boss,” whispered Santini. 

“Perhaps not ; but there will be some indications of 
her presence in the bungalow,” replied Piggott softly. 
“You men go ahead and see if you can find any sign of 
life. But don’t go too close. Just scout round and then 
come back to me.” 

They had no difficulty in approaching the cottage, for 
they were standing on the rough path which meandered 
down the mountainside—and the path led only to the 
cottage. Humphrey Piggott saw his men plunge into the 
cloud, and for some seconds they looked like dematerialis- 
ing ghosts. Then they vanished altogether. And Piggott 
felt a sense of utter desolation, and he shivered. A chill 
wind was blowing across the Beacon, and the silence was 
oppressive. 

He waited. Five minutes . . . Ten minutes. . . . Why 
the devil didn’t they come back ? Piggott himself could 
have scouted round the bungalow three times over by 
now! He had heard no sound since Fitch and Santini 
had disappeared into the mist-layer. 

Piggott’s eyes, thoroughly accustomed to the twilight 
gloom, saw that a change was imperceptibly taking place. 
The cloud was drifting away and altering its position ; 
he could dimly see the shape of the old cottage, and it 
looked like a phantom structure until, quite suddenly, 
the last swirling layers of cloud rolled away. The bungalow 
stood there, dark, silent and sinister. And Fitch and 
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Santini, who should have been scouting in the vicinity, 
were nowhere to be seen. 

“Hell and damnation!” swore Humphrey Piggott, 
his composure completely shattered. 

Something like panic seized him. He ran up the path 
towards the cottage. Less than two hundred yards. ... 
If anything had happened to his men they would have 
called out ; he would have heard them. 

As he came up to the cottage his heart was turning 
back somersaults. The front door, half off its hinges, 
was sagging open ; one of the front windows was smashed, 
and a section of the gutter was lying drunkenly downwards. 
The place had a dilapidated and unlived-in appearance. | 

“ Fitch !’”’ croaked Piggott as he caught against the 
doorpost to steady himself. ‘‘ Santini! Where the hell 
are you ?”’ : 

Silence. 

Piggott pulled an automatic out of his pocket and his 
fingers convulsively closed over the butt. That dizzy, 
dazed feeling was attacking him again—and at treble 
strength. With another curse he switched on an electric 
torch and flashed the light round. He beheld a dust- 
begrimed floor, litter, cobwebs—and one of the cobwebs 
caught him across the face as he entered. 

“Good God!” he muttered hoarsely. 

The realisation was sweeping over him that no living 
thing had entered this cottage for hours. Perhaps not 
for days—or weeks! His light revealed no indication of 
recent occupation. Not a footprint in the dust, not any 
disturbance of the litter. Even the air was dank with. 
the odour of decay. 

He pushed against a door which led into a rear kitchen, 
and it fell off its hinges and dropped back with a crash. 
In the back room—the same signs of years-old neglect. 
Piggott did not even trouble to open the back door, for 
it was bolted top and bottom, and piles of old vegetable 
baskets and sacks were heaped against it, with dusty 
cobwebs clinging everywhere. 

Piggott ran out, frantic. There was no true upper 
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floor, but some narrow stairs in the little lobby which 
divided the front room from the back, led up to a store- 
space in the roof. Piggott started climbing—and things 
happened. The rotten stairs collapsed beneath his feet, 
and showers of dust and soot came pouring down on his 
head from somewhere above. Raving and cursing, he 
extricated himself and staggered out into the open. He 
was thoroughly convinced that the old Phillips’ bungalow 
had seen no human being for years. 

He stood there trying his hardest to replace the top 
of his head. He could not even think clearly. His brain 
had got mixed up with a lot of glue. Mechanically, he 
walked round to the back of the cottage, and his torch- 
light revealed tangles of creepers and festoons of weeds. 

“Fitch!” he called pathetically. “‘ Santini!” 

His own voice came echoing back from the menacing 
woods. The pronunciation of those names caused his 
brain io run like lava, and the glue softened. Fitch and 
Santini! Just like the others, they had gone. Six of his 
men had vanished now—half his force! They had 
disappeared without trace. 7 

And if Norman Conquest had had a little real luck, 
Humphrey Piggott would have disappeared without 
trace too! The mere fact that he had sent his men on, 
while hanging back himself, had prevented him from 
sharing their fate. 

For the wily Desperado, feeling that with the coming 
of nightfall Piggott would not send any more of his thugs, 
had sent Joy back to headquarters. And Norman and 
Mandeville Livingstone, in accordance with a carefully 
laid plan, had put in some brisk work at the old bungalow. 
The dust, the litter and the cobwebs—all these interesting 
details were faked. For Norman knew that Piggott would 
send somebody to investigate after dark, and he meant 
the investigators to have an interesting time. 

It was just as the work had been completed that 
Norman Conquest’s quick ears caught the sound of some- 
body approaching through the mist—that mist which 
was really a cloud, and which had prevented the 
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Desperado from witnessing the approach of the trio. So 
he had known nothing of Piggott’s comparatively near 
presence. 

It had been easy to grab Fitch and Santini. A 
lightning-like spring out of the mist, two sogging punches, 
and Fitch and Santini were asleep. A pretty and satis- 
factory climax to an interesting day. While Humphrey 
Piggott was dazedly exploring the old cottage, Norman 
Conquest and Livingstone were carrying their latest 
prisoners to headquarters. It had never occurred to 
Norman that Piggott himself had come on this expedition, 
and that he was only protected by the cloud-fog. 

“Action, Brother Mandy! Real action at last!” 
gloated the Trouble Hunter, as they approached the 
hidden caravan. ‘‘ With six of Piggott’s men gone into 
the blue, Llandrood Valley must be in a state of complete 
chaos. Now is the time to get busy.” 

“Gord love us, guv’nor, you ain’t half a one! ”’ com- 
mented the little ex-tramp, in a tone of mingled awe and 
admiration. ‘‘ Like one of these blooming generals 
planning out a battle! Everything all cut and dried, as 
you might say, so’s there won’t be any hitch at zero 
hour!” 

“That’s the secret of success, pal,’’ replied Norman 
lightly. ‘‘ Always have your plans cut and dried !”’ 

Which, of course, was pure drip, since Norman Conquest 
invariably made no plans at all—or, at the best, only 
sketchy ones. He preferred to direct his actions in 
accordance with the minute-by-minute circumstances. 

Somewhere at the back of his head there was a vague 
idea of collecting some boodle for himself, for he felt sure 
that Humphrey Piggott had a sweet slab of cash tucked 
away somewhere. . . . There was the radium too—tens 
of thousands of pounds’ worth of radium. ; 

But these were only by-the-way thoughts. The main 
feature of the scenario was to rescue those poor tramps 
who were chained up in the secret mine. 1 ae 

The stage was set, and the curtain was beginning its 
preliminary ruffle... . 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
THE LUMINOUS MEN 


Str ANTHONY CHANDLER was enthusiastic. 

‘I’m afraid I’m not much good for this kind of life, 
Conquest,” he said, his usually pale face unhealthily 
flushed. ‘I’m too impulsive. I get too excited. When 
I’m up against a gang of crooks like this—and I assure 
you it’s my first experience—I just want to barge right 
in.” 

“And mess up the whole works ?”’ drawled Norman 
Conquest, as he puffed luxuriously at his final cigarette 
before starting out. ‘“‘ Tony, I know just how it feels. 
It’s been pretty rotten for you, hanging about here since 
last night, doing nothing. But we’re a small force, and 
we had to reduce Piggott’s crowd before we could dare to 
start anything. We've got six of his men in our private 
gaol—and that’s a sweet thought.” 

Tony’s eyes burned. 

“You said that we’ve been doing nothing,” he ex- 
claimed, with a forced and brittle laugh. “‘ Capturing six 
men in one day—and capturing them so that they dis- 
appeared without trace—strikes me as pretty hectic 
going.”’ 

“And Pig’s Eyes is not only left flapping about in 
dithery mystification, but unless I miss my guess he’s 
going to have a few more juicy shocks before the evening’s 
over—and we shan’t be on-stage for all of them, Tony,” 
said Norman, an almost ecstatic expression riding in his 
eyes. “We've bagged six of Comrade Humphrey’s 
mangy crew, and they’re in the ice-box all ready for hand- 
ing over to the Law at the appropriate moment.” 

“Yes, I was wondering,” said the doctor, puzzled. 
“I don’t quite get it, Conquest. I mean, keeping these 
crooks bottled up inside the caravan.”’ 

‘‘ But, my dear old soul, it’s the only way,” explained 
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Norman. “I can’t hand them over to the cops—yet. 
Haven't you had any experience of cops ? Queer cattle, I 
can assure you. They’re with us for the especial purpose 
of collecting thugs, but what do they do if you hand them 
a few thugs on a plate? They expect you to make 
charges! No charges—no business! They tell you in so 
_many words that you can take your thugs elsewhere. 
Later on we shall have so many charges that the cops can 
take their pick.” 

“But we know these men are in Piggott’s pay, and 
that Piggott is a kidnapper and a murderer ! ” . 

“We know it—yes. But do the cops know it?” 
argued Norman. “It’s no good our telling the Law— 
we've got to provide the evidence as well. That’s what 
we're going after to-night, while Piggott’s wrestling with 
his problems—including a new one which is likely to hit 
him at any minute, if it hasn’t already breezed into the 
picture.”” A momentary spasm of regret crossed his virile 
young face. “‘ What a pity I shan’t be there to enjoy the 
scene when the balloon goes up.”’ ; 

He allowed himself one happy chuckle; then his 
expression froze. The task which he and Tony were now 
essaying called for no chuckles. 

“Okay, Tony,” continued Norman crisply. “ Let’s 
go!’’ He turned to the eager-faced Joy and Mandeville 
Livingstone. ‘‘ We all know our various parts ; no need 
to do any rehearsing. Better watch out, Pig’s Eyes— 
we're coming!” 

Joy placed a hand on Norman’s arm. 

“Better watch out yourself, Desperado,” she said 
softly. ‘‘I wish I could come with you on this job.” 
She spoke wistfully. “‘ But I’m not kicking ; you're the 
.. 

‘Don’t be too certain, young Pixie, that you won't 
skid into a sticky brew of your own,” warned Norman 
Conquest. “ We’re going to blast Piggott’s racket wide 
open to-night, and anybody might get hit by the frag- 
ments.”’ 

They went out into the chill darkness. A cold mountain 
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mist was drifting down the gully, and the trees were 
dripping with moisture. Although the evening was com- 
paratively young, the blackness was impenetrable, and 
there was more than a hint of coming winter in the raw 
autumn air. 

At a certain spot they separated. Scarcely a word was 
spoken. Norman gripped Joy’s little hand warmly for a 
moment in the darkness, and then they had parted. 
Norman and Tony followed a craggy path which ultim- 
ately took them down to the old abandoned railway line. 
After that it was a simple matter to locate the rock door 
of Piggott’s secret mine. 

Sir Anthony was fairly quivering with excitement as 
he and his indomitable guide crept silently along the 
timber-supported tunnel which bored its way right into 
the mountain. 

“What if Piggott’s men are here?” breathed Tony. 

“Not a chance,” replied Norman calmly. ‘“‘ Didn’t 
you notice the little fragments of rock in front of the 
door? I put them there earlier, and they hadn’t been 
disturbed. We're the first ones in here this evening— 
oes the Pig’s fry never come near the place until after 

ark.” 

There was no need for excessive caution. They turned 
from one gallery into another, Norman Conquest flashing 
a powerful electric torch beam in front of them. A final 
turn, and they arrived at the pitchblende seam. They 
halted. Norman’s jaw was like a chunk of granite, and 
the doctor stood aghast, trembling in every limb. 

‘“My God!” he muttered shakily. 

The sight was more than a shock—although Norman 
had warned him what to expect. Ten men, ten miser- 
able wrecks of humanity, chained to the timbers, and 
labouring at the uraninite ore ; sluggishly wielding picks, 
shovelling, sweeping ; and all their actions were like the 
movements of robots. Not one of them spoke, and 
although they knew that Norman Conquest and Sir 
Anthony stood in the tunnel, they scarcely took any 
notice. Their spirit was dead ; they were utterly quelled. 
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Grimed, emaciated, their faces corpse-like, they worked 
oe se unless they worked, they received no food and 
rink. 

Mysteriously, echoing down the tunnels from some 
distant spot, came strange sounds, like the snarling of 
some animal in pain. It rose and fell on the close, stuffy 
air. Norman silently cursed. He knew just what those 
sounds meant. Humphrey Piggott’s new recruit, captured 
only the previous night, was not yet broken in! Manacled 
and chained, the poor fellow was cursing and raving in 
his helplessness. 

“You see, Tony—no guards or overseers to keep them 
at their work,’ muttered Norman Conquest. “ Piggott 
and his men know something of the dangers of this 
hell-hole. If they stayed in here, they’d get like their 
victims.” 

The doctor nodded, his eyes burning unnaturally. 

‘““So the poor chaps are chained up,” he whispered. 
“IT suppose the guards only remain in the mine for brief 
spells—just long enough to change the shift. It’s—it’s 
devilish! I don’t mind telling you, Conquest, that I 
didn’t fully believe your story; you’ve got to see a 
horror like this with your own eyes—and even then it’s 
almost too ghastly to be true . . .”” He stopped abruptly. 
“Put out your light for a minute. Better extinguish 
those lanterns, too.”’ 

There were two hanging lanterns, attached to the over- 
head beams. Norman turned them so low that they gave 
practically no light at all, and the chained workers, 
aware for the first time that the new-comers were not the 
usual guards, stared stupidly. Norman switched off the 
electric torch. 

The seconds ticked away. ... Seconds while their 
eyes grew accustomed to the darkness. And gradually, 
out of that darkness, weird glows took shape. Norman 
Conquest felt a clutching hand on his arm, and he heard 
Tony’s forced breathing. 

“Look!” whispered the doctor. ‘“‘ Some of them are 
luminous inside. Like me. Four, at least... .” 


148 LEAVE iT OTOSCON OV.EST 


‘All of them,” interrupted Norman. “The glow 
varies, according to the period of imprisonment. That's 
the explanation. Good heavens, Tony, hanging is too 
good for Piggott ! Why should we conform to red tape and 
hand him over to the Law? He deserves a more fitting 
punishment. What’s to prevent us chaining him up in 
here, and keeping him at work? Yes, and all those 
inhuman guards, too... .” 

“Steady, Conquest,’’ muttered the doctor, his voice 
taking on a sharp note. “‘ You know better than that. 
There’s an old saying that two wrongs don’t make a right. 
There would be no justification for inflicting this hellish 
torture on Piggott and his men.” 

“ But it would be justice.” 

“It’s not our place to administer justice,” said Sir 
Anthony quietly. “ I’m a believer in Fate, Conquest—in 
Destiny. Humphrey Piggott won’t expiate his crimes in 
prison, or on the gallows. He’s the arch-fiend in this 
conspiracy ; the others are just his tools, too brutal and 
brainless to understand the enormity of their crime. But 
Piggott. . . . God’s own justice will see to it that he pays 
fittingly, without any help from us! ” 

“Pm glad you’re\ with me, Tony,” said Norman 
Conquest steadily. 

‘“ How are we going to get these poor fellows out ? 
Switch on that light again. We need a key for the steel 
neckbands and anklets, don’t we ? We can’t force them 
apart. a: 

He paused, for Norman had not switched on the light. 
The Desperado was standing rigid, his every nerve 
tingling. Abruptly, he sprang into action, and turned up 
the lamps, so that they gave the same light as before. 

““ This way, Tony,’’ he whispered crisply. 

They retreated into the black shadows of the working— 
beyond the range of light. Norman Conquest’s quick ears 
had caught the faint sound of the closing rock door, and 
now Tony, too, could hear approaching footsteps. Quite 
safe in the darkness, they witnessed the arrival of Den- 
niss, the overseer. 
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“ All right, Smokey, you’re first to-night,’ said the man 
pany, “I’m in a hurry, too, so you'll have to move 
ast.”’ 

He did not approach the man he had addressed as 
Smokey, but unfastened the steel chains at the other end, 
where they were fixed by means of powerful locking 
_ links. There were two chains to each slave—one to the 
steel collar round his neck, and another to his right ankle. 
Denniss gathered up the ends of the chains and kept his 
distance. 

“ Okay, Smokey,” he said curtly. ‘“ Let’s go.” 

It was pitiful to see the submissive obedience of a once- 
powerful man. Smokey was a six-footer, but his bare 
torso was so shrunken so that all his ribs could be seen 
beneath the sickly, dead-looking pallid skin. He had 
drooped so much that several inches were removed from 
his height. And without a word he moved off down the 
working with his feet dragging and slip-slopping on the 
rock floor. 

Norman Conquest grabbed Sir Anthony Chandler’s 
arm, for some instinct told him that the doctor was on the 
point of making an infuriated outburst. He was just in 
time. Tony checked, and he expelled his breath cautiously. 

“Like animals—animals in the zoo!” he panted. 
“Damn you, Conquest, what’s the matter ? There’s only 
one man! Why can’t we seize him while we've got the 
chance ? ”’ 

“You answered that question yourself, two or three 
minutes ago,” whispered Norman. ‘‘ Denniss is just a 
tool—brutal and brainless. You see the procedure ? The 
slaves are released one at a time—and not even touched 
by the guard. One by one, they’re taken to the living 
quarters and the relief shift, one by one, is brought back. 
In that way, a solitary guard can do the job on his own 
without any fear of being attacked. How devilish easy.” 

“ But what are we waiting for? ”’ 

“ Nothing—now,” replied Norman Conquest, his eyes 
twinkling like chips of ice as he glanced at his wrist- 
watch. “It’s zero hour, Tony!” 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
SHOCKS FOR SWEET WILLIAM 


A POWERFUL mud-bespattered saloon car came to a stop, 
its engine ticking impatiently, outside the south gates of 
Llandrood Valley. The headlights blazed on the un- 
painted steelwork of the new gates; and the solitary 
occupant of the car, a big man dressed in farmer-like 
tweeds, sounded the electric horn with piercing im- 
patience. He could see a man behind the gates, but the 
man was making no move to open them. 

“Hey! What the hell’s the matter with you?” 
demanded the visitor, finally getting out of the car and 
striding up to the gates. ‘‘ Open up, can’t you ?”’ 

“No, I can’t,” said the man bluntly. “‘ Nobody’s 
allowed past these gates.” 

“Oh, no?” said the other, his voice ominous. ‘ This 
is the private road to Llandrood Dene, isn’t it ? ” 

Bes (ai 

“Then open these gates and make it lively.” 

“T’m not opening any gates,” said the guard. ‘“ Mr. 
Piggott isn’t at home—to you, or anybody else.” 

“Listen, Brainless!”’ retorted the big man, his 
cherubic face darkening. ‘‘ You’re hindering the Law. 
My name is Chief-Inspector Williams, of Scotland Yard, 
and if you don’t have these gates open in one minute I’ll 
pre you for impeding an officer in the course of his 

uty.” 

‘Gord !”’ said the guard, his jaw dropping. 

The disclosure that the impatient visitor was a man 
from Scotland Yard acted on the man like a direct punch 
to the jaw. After staring stupidly for a moment, he 
muttered something about fetching a key and ran into a 
little shelter which stood near the gates. He closed the 


door and frantically seized the private telephone. 
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“Well ?”” came Mr. Humphrey Piggott’s worried voice. 

“ There’s a man outside, sir,” panted the guard. ‘‘ Says 
he’s Inspector Williams of Scotland Yard. Threatens to 
nee me if I don’t open the gates, and I don’t know what 
to do.” 

“Let him in, you fool,’’ came Piggott’s sharp order. 
“Tf there’s any delay he might get suspicious. But make 
him show you his credentials first.” 

Piggott was in his library at Llandrood Dene, and as he 
hung up he was sweating from every pore. Hadn’t he had 
enough worries to-day ? He got up from his chair and 
paced the room like a caged tiger of the jungle. Six of his 
men had vanished without trace during the course of the 
day—and now a man from Scotland Yard had turned up 
to make his panic complete. He went across to the side- 
board, half-filled a tumbler with brandy, and swallowed 
the neat spirit in one gulp. 

His mind was in a tortured tangle. He began to suspect 
that this abrupt arrival was not a real Scotland Yard man. 

. . So many inexplicable things had happened to-day. 
. . . He went out into the hall, and then half-turned back, 
remembering that he had left his gun in the library. 
' There was nobody else in the house, for his own personal 
servants had had to fill other jobs. . . . He stiffened as 
he heard the shriek of locked wheels on the private road. 
This man Williams hadn’t wasted much time! He went to 
the front door and opened it. 

The bulky, lumbering figure of the stranger came up to 
the house, and the Master of Llandrood, with a supreme 
effort, assumed an air of quiet dignity and calm. 

‘IT am Humphrey Piggott, the owner of the valley,” he 
said curtly. ‘‘ I understand that you are from Scotland 
Yard, sir? Pray come in.” : 

Mr. Williams gave his host a hard look and went in. He 
was impressed by the dignity of the hall and the library ; 
impressed, too, by the many evidences of wealth and 
refinement. He even removed his tweed cap and he 
looked round the library as though he had expected some- 
body else to be present. 
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‘‘Where’s Conquest ?”’ he demanded abruptly. 

If he had zammed a direct right between Mr. Piggott’s 
eyes, his host could not have given a better reaction. The 
tortured man, luckily, had just reached the desk, and he 
clutched at it convulsively, managing to steady himself. 

“Conquest ? ”’ he repeated, striving to make his voice 
easy and careless, and little realising that it actually 
sounded like the croak of a consumptive bull-frog. “I 
seem to know the name. Do you mean the young fellow 
who was staying with Griffith last week ? ”’ 

His thoughts practically caught fire. As he subsided 
into his desk chair and decked blindly for a cigar, his 
panic reached a new high. He had thought it remotely 
possible that this cursed Inspector Williams had come 
to Llandrood in connection with the mysterious “ phan- 
tom train,’ and the mystery surrounding it. But 
Williams’s blunt query about the young adventurer who 
was lying at the bottom of Piggott’s Yat took him com- 
pletely into the ropes. 

“TI mean a dare-devil young blighter named Norman 
Conquest,” said the inspector feelingly. ‘‘ He was here 
last nights : 

‘ Here ? ”’ yapped Humphrey Piggott. 

““ This place is Llandrood Dene, isn’t it ? ” 

“Of course. But Conquest has never been in my 
house,”’ said Piggott brusquely. ‘‘ In fact, I’ve never set 
eyes on the fellow. All 1 know is that he and his girl 
friend and a servant stayed for some days at Caerlyn 
Manor. That’s the next estate, owned by a man named 
Griffith.” 

Mr. Williams looked at Piggott reproachfully. 

“I hope you’re not trying to deceive me, sir... .” 

“ What the hell do you mean ? ”’ snapped Piggott. “ If 
it comes to that, how do I know that you’re not deceiving 
me? You demand entry to my property, saying that you 
cate « police officer. . . . What are you wandering about 
or t 
_ He was nearly ready to scream. Mr. Williams, calm and 
imperturbable, was roving about the room. He paused 
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for a moment to toss his credentials on the desk, and Mr. 
Piggott looked at them with a further spasm of inward 
alarm, for they were patently authentic. 

“This your typewriter, sir?” asked Mr. Williams 
courteously. 

‘“ Of course it’s my typewriter.” 

“ And is this your die-stamped paper ? ”’ 

“Can't you see it’s my paper? ’”’ almost shouted Pig- 
gott. “ Have you taken leave of your senses ? How can 
my typewriter and my die-stamped paper be connected 
with Conquest ? ”’ ; 

“Only this way, sir,” said Mr. Williams, taking a 
letter from his pocket. “‘ If Conquest wasn’t in your house 
last night, how did he produce this letter—typed on this 
machine, and using your own paper? He makes a very 
urgent request for me to come to Llandrood Dene without 
delay—and now you tell me he’s never been here. Seems 
a bit funny, doesn’t it ?”’ 

He sat down and eyed Mr. Piggott with mild interest. 
Behind that mask of amiability, the astute inspector was 
doing some hard thinking. He was not satisfied with his 
host’s answers—nor, for that matter, with his host’s 
manner. But he was satisfied that the letter he held in his 
hand had been written and signed by the inimitable 
Norman Conquest. 

Mr. Piggott’s stock was not rising. He was sweating 
to such an extent that the moisture was running down his 
face like miniature rivulets of glycerine. And “‘ Sweet 
William,” who was an old hand, missed nothing. He 
waited patiently for his host to come across with a few 
explanations, and meanwhile he was intriqued by Pig- 
gott’s reactions. 

It was lucky for Piggott that he was sitting in a chair, 
and that he had something in front of him to clutch. His 
paper! His typewriter! Who could have written that 
letter—in this very room? Not Conquest, because Con- 
quest was dead... . 


Or was he ? 
A hideous, monstrous doubt exploded in Humphrey 
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Piggott’s mind, and it was rather a wonder that Mr. 
Williams did not hear the report. A dozen points began 
to clear themselves up. ... The Everard girl, alone, 
could not possibly have wrought all the havoc that the 
day had seen. Six men, vanishing into nowhere... . 
Conquest might have engineered it... . 

“Well, sir?’ hinted Mr. Williams mildly. 

Piggott gave a violent start. 

“ Look here, Williams, or whatever your cursed name is, 
I don’t know anything about Conquest!” The tortured 
man half rose to his feet, his composure shot to ribbons. 
He felt that he was going mad, and his only resource was 
to give a big show of anger and indignation. “‘ I’ve never 
seen Conquest, and if he says he’s ever been in this house, 
he’s a liar. That letter isa hoax. . . .” He broke offasa 
clear thought emerged from his welter of mental chaos. 
“T can prove it’s a hoax!’ hé shouted hotly. “ You say 
the letter was sent from here last night, and that means 
that you must have received it this morning.” 

> AABN iS 

“It’s a damned lie! ”’ retorted Piggott fiercely. “‘ The 
thing’s impossible. There’s no post out of this benighted 
place later than mid-afternoon.” 

“You ought to know, sir, but the letter wasn’t sent by 
post,” said Mr. Williams gently. ‘‘ Conquest put it on the 
midnight mail train—and it wouldn’t surprise me in the 
least if he stopped the train on purpose—and it reached 
London with the milk.” 

‘““I see, and you motored down to-day?” Piggott 
breathed with some difficulty. ‘‘I beg your pardon, 
inspector. Forgive my outburst. But I’ve heard some 
queer stories about this infernal Conquest fellow, and I 
want you to understand that he’s never been in my 
house.” 

‘Well, frankly, Mr. Piggott, I can’t understand it, ” 
said the apple-cheeked inspector. ‘‘ Young Conquest is a 
tricky customer, I’ll admit, but it’s not like him to bring 
me right across England on a wild goose chase. He 
mentions you as his host, and he says that you are nearly 
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off your head with worry because several of your men have 
mysteriously disappeared. . . . Something wrong with 
your throat, sir?” 

It sounded like it. Humphrey Piggott was making 
frantic gurgling sounds, rather like a drowning man who 
is about to go under for the third time. His wits may have 
been in a chaotic state, but he was still capable of grasping 
the horrifying significance of his visitor’s words. 

Norman Conquest had written that letter the previous 
night, in this room, on his typewriter, and the men had not 
disappeared until to-day! Which meant, if it meant 
anything at all, that Conquest, as early as last night, had 
planned to make the Llandrood men disappear ! 

“The whole thing’s fantastic ! ’’ he managed to croak, 
as he rose to his feet. “‘I know nothing of any dis- 
appearances. Not one of my employees is missing, and if 
Conquest got into this room last night, he did so without 
my knowledge. Good God, inspector, you know what the 
fellow is like, don’t you? He’s been having his joke at 
the expense of Scotland Yard.”’ 

Mr. Williams shrugged as he rose to his feet, and his 
expression was somewhat forbidding. 

“All right, sir, there’s no need for me to stay,’ he 
said, recovering his credentials from the desk. ‘‘ But just 
wait until I get my hands on this Conquest pest! Him 
and his practical jokes ! ”’ 

He snorted sulphurously as Mr. Piggott escorted him 
off the premises, and he was still snorting when he got into 
his car and drove away towards the gates. Piggott could 
scarcely believe that he had got rid of his unwelcome 
visitor so easily. Not that the departure of the Scotland 
Yard man afforded him much mental relief. He went back 
into the house, took another long drink, and tried to get his 
thoughts unstuck. 

Conquest was alive! How he had escaped from 
apparently certain death did not matter. He was alive, 
and he was responsible for all the recent disasters. At this 
very minute he might be prowling somewhere in the 
valleys he might be outside the very window. .. . 
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Piggott leaped to his feet and grabbed for his gun. His 
normal composure, so serene, so gentlemanly, was gone. 

What was Conquest doing now ? 

The prisoners in the mine! Conquest knew how to 
open the secret door, and he knew. ... . 

‘““Good God!” yelped Mr. Piggott, leaping a foot into 
the air. 

He had just remembered Denniss. He looked frantically 
at the clock on the mantelpiece. Denniss should have 
been back from the shift change-over half an hour ago ! 
Everything went strictly to time-table in Humphrey 
Piggott’s organisation, and Denniss should have reported. 
. . . And he hadn’t reported ! 

By the time Mr. Piggott had reached this new low, 
Inspector Williams had passed out through the gateway 
of the Llandrood Dene property and was driving slowly 
down the dark lonely road with its high banks and 
twisty turns. 

‘““Something damned funny in this set-up,” he told 
himself grimly. “‘ Piggott was lying to me at the rate of 
about fifteen lies a minute—and I didn’t like his face, 
anyway. Conquest’s on to something here, and there must 
have been a hitch. I’m at a loose end now. . . .” 

Which was all he knew! He caught a glimpse of some- 
thing blurry streaking alongside the car ; then the near- 
side door opened, and he found Norman Conquest slither- 
ing into the seat beside him. 

‘ First turning to the left, Bill, and engage bottom 
gear,” said the Desperado drawlingly. ‘‘ It’s a nasty rise, 
and you won't make it unless you tread hard on the 


, 


gas. 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 
BURIED ALIVE 


INSPECTOR WILLIAMS managed to recover control of the 
car by a near-miracle, and he jammed both his feet hard 
down and brought the automobile to a violent stop. 

“Curse you, Conquest!” he said feelingly. ‘‘ Play 
your fool tricks on people who like that sort of thing—but 
why pick on me? You nearly gave me heart failure! ” 

“And how did you leave Comrade Pig’s Eyes?” 
inquired Norman. “‘ Flat on his back on the mat, or 
merely festooned against the ropes? What a pity lI 
wasn’t there... .” 

“Yes, why weren’t you there?” interrupted the 
inspector pointedly. “‘ You write to me from Llandrood 
Dene, and tell me that the matter is directly connected 
with the murder of that poor fellow at King’s Midley, and 
when I get to Llandrood Dene I’m told by Piggott that 
you ve never even been there.”’ 

“Come off it, brother,’ drawled Norman Conquest. 
“Are you trying to make me believe that you’ve sud- 
denly grown dense? The general idea was to get Pig- 
gott into such a jittery state that he would make a horrible 
bloomer. My usual celebrated formula, well seasoned and 
guaranteed to click. Piggott, unless I miss my guess, is 
now taking the first rash steps towards the horrible 
bloomer. So we’d better get going.”’ 

Mr. Williams sensed the urgency in the tense tone 
behind the light words. He drove on, and obeyed 
instructions as to the route. 

“Where are we heading for?” he asked shortly. 

“ Hell, Bill—and I don’t mean maybe,” zipped Nor- 
man Conquest. ‘‘ No, not the place to which you consign 
me so often, but a little private hell of these Welsh 
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Inspector Williams lost all sense of direction. At a 
certain spot between the hills the car was parked just off 
the road. He and his lithe young guide plunged through 
dense woods, and climbed steep rises, and descended into 
dizzy hollows. Finally, they reached the frowning cliff 
which concealed the secret mine. Even when Mr. 
Williams found himself obliged to ascend to the pre- 
carious ledge on the cliff face he did not object ; for his 
companion’s unwonted gravity and silence hinted at 
something unspeakably dreadful. 

They found the rock door slightly open—and Sir 
Anthony Chandler was there. 

‘‘ You’re first, Conquest, as you said you’d be,”’ whis- 
pered the doctor. “‘ Piggott hasn’t come yet. Nobody has 
come.” 

“But Piggott will come, and soon,” said Norman 
tensely. “‘ I was half afraid that he would beat us to it.” 

‘“What’s all this mystery?” asked Mr. Williams 
peevishly. “‘I can stand a certain amount... .” 

“Meet Sir Anthony Chandler, the famous authority on 
radiotherapy,” said Norman. “ Tony, this is Inspector 
Williams, but you can call him Bill. Straight on, Bull.” 

They went down the stuffy tunnel, and not a word was 
spoken. It was after they had turned two or three 
corners, and had come suddenly upon the chained 
slaves, that Inspector Williams came to the conclusion 
that he was in the middle of a ghastly nightmare. Den- 
niss, the overseer, was not there—for Denniss had been 
dealt with. And Tony had been talking earnestly to the 
chained prisoners. They only gave the inspector listless 
glances, and then went on with their work. 

“In heaven’s name, Conquest, what’s all this?” 
gasped Mr. Williams. “Why are these poor devils 
chained up like this ? Who put them here? Can’t you 
release them ? ” 

“T can release them, and I’m going to release them,” 
answered Norman Conquest deliberately. ‘‘ But I couldn’t 
start on the job until you came. You represent the Law, 
Bill, and the Law’s funny about evidence. Tony wanted 
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me to get the poor fellows out into the open air long ago, 
but if I had done that there would have been nothing to 
prove who imprisoned them. Even Griffith might have 
done it—for, after all, this mine is on his property.” 

“Mine?” repeated Williams, taking his horror- 
fascinated gaze away from the human wrecks and turning 
it on Norman. “‘ What kind of a mine? What is this 
racket, anyway ?”’ 

“It’s a racket which involves millions in money— 
robbery, kidnapping, murder,” said Norman Conquest, 
each word sounding like the lash of a whip. “ And the 
Murderer-in-Chief is practically with us!” He seized 
them by their shoulders. “Back! Back into these 
black shadows!” 

They had scarcely got out of sight down a side gallery 
of the mine when they heard running footsteps and heavy 
panting. Then Humphrey Piggott came into sight. 

““ Denniss ! ” he was shouting hoarsely. “‘ Denniss, you 
fool! Where are you ?”’ 

He halted at the sight of the chained captives, who had 
ceased work, and were standing with their backs to the 
rock, watching him with strangely burning eyes. Sir 
Anthony had not confined his activities to mere talk ; 
the ten men who were chained to the working-face, and 
the ten others off duty, had received the full benefit of the 
famous doctor’s great experience ; he had examined them 
all, and he was of the opinion that at least twelve of the 
men could be restored to normal health. Of the others 
he knew that six must die, for their condition was beyond 
all hope. There were two doubtful cases, just on the bor- 
derline. Every man, however, showed the mark of Sir 
Anthony’s hypodermic needle, for he had injected them all 
with an anti-radium chemical salts solution which was the 
doctor’s own contribution to medical science. In addition 
to this, each man knew that his liberty was at hand, and 
each breast throbbed with hope. Just an hour with 
Norman Conquest and Sir Anthony Chandler had re- 
converted the listless robots into flesh-and-blood men. 

Humphrey Piggott, in spite of his mad panic, saw the 


160 LEAVE IT TOS CONCUEST 


great change ; he saw the chained captives standing there 
in the feeble light, every eye turned on him with burning 
hatred. He saw intelligence in those eyes ; eyes which had 
previously been dull and lack-lustre with hopeless resigna- 
tion. 

‘“Why do you stare at me?” panted the Master of 
Llandrood, his voice a mere croak. ‘‘ What has been 
happening here ? Where’s the man who came to change 
the shift ? Where’s Denniss ? ”’ 

The prisoners stood utterly motionless and just stared ; 
and Piggott involuntarily backed away, although he knew 
that his chained victims could not reach him. 

“Conquest has been here!” raved Piggott, his voice 
rising to a frenzied shriek. “ Hasn’t he? Speak, you 
scum! Conquest has been here! Where is he now ? ”’ 

He looked round fearfully into the shadows, and still the 
prisoners remained ominously silent. It was a tense, 
dramatic scene, closely watched by the three men who 
were hidden in the enfolding blackness. ; 

““ Where is he, I say ! ’’ screamed Humphrey Piggott, a 
wicked automatic leaping into his hand, its muzzle waver- 
ing jerkily over the line of silent men. “‘ Speak, or I’ll kill 
you as you stand, instead of letting you fade away and rot 
like the others! Where’s that young devil, Conquest ? ”’ 

“ [’m night here, hell-spawn ! ” 

The voice was soft and mysterious, but the mocking tone 
of it was devastatingly recognisable—and it seemed to 
come from every part of the workings at once. While 
Piggott was spinning round, his trigger finger about to 
loosen death, Norman placed his mouth close against 
Inspector Williams’s ear. 

“ Satisfied ? ’’ he whispered. “‘ Is this enough evidence 
that Piggott is responsible for kidnapping and imprison- 
Vhs Aeetie ac / 

‘‘ Let's go!’ muttered Mr. Williams grittily. 

He gave no thought to the ghastly dangers. He was 
unarmed, yet he strode forward to do his duty—and he 
must have known that the panic-stricken man he was 
about to arrest would shoot on sight. But Williams had 
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faced panic-stricken men before, and he knew that their 
aim was generally rotten. There were those helpless 
prisoners, too, and any one of them was. liable to be 
plugged by Piggott’s random fire. 

“ Better take it easy, Mr. Piggott,” said the inspector, 
looming into view like a substantial ghost. ‘‘ Drop that 
gun, to start with. The game’s up.” 

‘Stand just where you are! ” 

The words came with snaky calmness. Humphrey 
‘Piggott had backed against the rock wall of the tunnel, 
facing the branch-working from which Williams was 
appearing. The sudden materialisation of the Law had 
restored Piggott’s nerve one hundred per cent and he was 
suddenly icily cool. 

“You've been working fast, inspector,’’ he went on 
mockingly. “‘ Conquest’s hand, no doubt? So you’ve 
probed my little secret, have you? I wondered why my 
private labour corps was so hostile! How do you think 
you would like a steel collar round your neck, inspector ? ” 

“I’m more interested in putting a rope round yours,” 
retorted Mr. Williams caustically. 

He saw something shadowy streak past his legs— 
something low and swift. It was only Norman Conquest 
executing a tackle which would have caused any Rugger 
Blue to scream with joy. It was a clean dive, and it took 
the Desperado in one lunge straight to Humphrey Pig- 
gott’s legs. 

“Your next move, Bill! ’’ sang out Norman. 

Piggott crashed flat on his face as his feet were swept 
from under him ; his gun went off with a deafening report 
as his trigger finger contracted, but the bullet flattened 
itself harmlessly against the rock floor. Williams leapt, 
and handcuffs clicked. 

‘“‘ Thanks, Conquest,”’ said the inspector warmly. 

Piggott was giving a perfect impersonation of a sphinx. 
The expected fireworks did not come off. The sudden 
shock of arrest had apparently got right in amongst Pig- 
gott’s vitals, and his face was a pallid mask as he allowed 
his captors to drag him to his feet. 

L.T.C, L 
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‘“‘ Now we can get to work, eh ?”’ asked Tony, his eyes 
burning with feverish and unhealthy excitement. ‘‘ We 
can get these poor fellows out, and rush them to a hospital 
where they’ll get proper treatment. I’ve done all I can 
here. . . .’ He found himself suddenly facing Humphrey 
Piggott, and he raised his clenched fist as though to strike, 
and checked himself with an effort. “‘ You—you murder- 
ous devil! You unclean rat! It’s a pity the British law 
has nothing worse than the gallows for such inhuman 
monsters as you!”’ He cast a sweeping hand towards the 
chained captives. ‘‘ Look at these poor wretches! Their 
health shattered, their souls lacerated, some of them 
doomed to a lingering death—and all because of your 
filthy greed of gold! ”’ 

“Tramps!” said Piggott contemptuously. “‘ Riff-raff 
of the highways and by-ways——” 

““ They’re men ! ” interrupted Tony, his voice fierce and 
tense. “ Flesh and blood humans, with as much right to 
life and liberty as any of us! Because they are down on 
their luck, because you pick them off the roads, you think 
you can imprison them in this death-hole without any 
qualm to your conscience.” 

“You’re wasting your breath, sir,’ said Williams 
gruffly. ‘A man who can treat his fellow creatures as 
this man has done doesn’t possess a conscience. Piggott, 
I’m charging you with wholesale kidnapping and con- 
SpIFBEyOs Ss 

“ Don’t forget murder,” said Norman Conquest coldly. 
‘‘ Get your drag-nets to work in the Yat, and you'll find 
plenty of evidence in the slime and mud at the bottom! 
Piggott’s earlier victims, with their feet encased in blocks 
of solid concrete.” 

“ It’s a lie,” snarled Humphrey Piggott. ‘“‘ Those men 
died from natural causes.” 

‘‘ But you admit they died?” suggested Mr. Williams 
gently. “It’s my duty to warn you, Piggott, that any- 
thing you say will be taken down——’”’ 

_ ‘I beg of you to spare me the crude formalities, 
inspector,” interrupted Piggott stiffly. ‘If you are 
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ready to go, I am prepared to give you my word that I 
will cause no bother.”’ 

He spoke in a tone of dull resignation, and it was on the 
tip of Norman Conquest’s tongue to snap “ Don’t trust 
him, Bill!” when Piggott made his dash. Handcuffed 
as he was, he suddenly jerked himself free of the inspector’s 
grip, and went tearing down the timber-supported tunnel 
to the exit. 

“ The fool ! ”’ snapped Williams. ‘‘ He’ll never make it ! 
He hasn’t got an earthly chance! ” 

But Humphrey Piggott was wily to the last. 

All he needed was a ten-yard start—and he got it. 
Even Norman Conquest was unable to dash into action 
with his usual speed, for Piggott, in commencing his run, 
had astutely flung Tony Chandler across Norman’s path. 

He sped fleetly for only a few yards, and then stopped 
abruptly, reaching up with both his manacled hands to 
one of the crossbeams. 

“Back, you fools, unless you want to get killed! ”’ he 
yelled triumphantly. ‘“‘ Stay in there with the scum you 
thought you were going to rescue! Stay in there and 
rot!” 

He pulled with all his strength on a projection of wood, 
and took a bodily leap backwards. And the roof, in the 
full sight of Norman Conquest’s torch-beam, began to 
sag; then crumbling fragments of rock fell in a shower, 
and with a thunderous roar a section of the tunnel 
collapsed. 


CHAPTER TWENTY 
ONE WHO DIED 


In that devastatingly dramatic moment, with death at his 
elbow, Norman Conquest’s brain fairly sizzled. He knew 
the truth in a flash. Humphrey Piggott had always had 
this final trick, ready to pull out of the bag in a crisis. 
_ This timber-supported tunnel was the only entrance 
to the mine. The only exit! A cunningly devised cross- 
beam, securely wedged so that it was always safe—until 
the wedge was pulled out !: A means of escape for Piggott, 
and a means of entombing his victims—and perhaps his 
enemies—for ever ! For once the hundreds of tons of rock 
filled the tunnel, there could be no possibility of salvation. 

These thoughts flickered through Norman Conquest’s 
mind with the speed of radio impulses. He was nearer to 
the scene of the devilish man-made catastrophe than any 
of the others, and it was characteristic of him that he 
should keep his head. He saw a great cross-beam of 
timber sagging down, accompanied by showers of broken 
rock and debris. With reckless disregard of his own 
safety he took a leap forward—instead of a leap back- 
wards, as ninety-nine men out of a hundred would have 
done. He thought he could see a slim chance. . . . Just 
the ghost of a hope... . 

He thrust all his weight against the sagging cross- 
beam, and sent it slewing round so that it fell athwart 
the floor and the wall. His ears were filled with the 
thunderous noise of the collapsing roof; his eyes were 
blinded by the dust, his lungs were choked. . . . He felt 
himself being caught in the deadly trap of the collapsing 
Mags Ss. 

“Conquest! Where’s Conquest?” panted Tony 
Chandler. 

He had no knowledge of how much time had elapsed. 
He and Inspector Williams, at the first alarm, had 
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hurled themselves back, with billowing clouds of dust 
smothering them. Their ears had been filled with the roar 
of the rock fall. Now they were groping about blindly, 
half choked. The dread sounds had only lasted for a few 
moments, and now an awful silence filled the mine 
workings—a silence which was broken only by the 
alarmed mutterings of the chained prisoners. 

“God knows where he is,” muttered Williams hoarsely. 
“T saw him leaping forward just before that cloud of 
dust. . . . Poor chap! He must have been killed by the 
falling rock !”’ 

A calm voice came out of the murk. 

“If you’d cease talking drivel, Sweet William, and lend 
a fellow a hand, we might get somewhere.” 

“T might have known it!’ grunted the inspector, as he 
groped forward. ‘“‘ You couldn’t kill Conquest with earth- 
quakes and volcanic eruptions and tornadoes!” | 

When the dust had begun to clear, they found him 
partially buried beneath the masses of loose earth and 
rock, and when they finally pulled him out, he was unhurt 
except for numerous cuts and scratches and bruises. 

“Well, folks, it looks like a mess,” said Norman com- 
posedly. “I tried to slew that big supporting timber 
round, so that it would form a kind of bridge, but there’s 
such a mass of rock here that I doubt. ... Wait a 
minute, though!” His voice became razor-edged with 
keenness as he flashed his light up and down. “ If we can 
bag some of the other timbers from the inner tunnels, 
we can shore this part up, and clear the rubbish away as 
we go along.” 

“Might take us days,” grunted Williams. ‘‘ No ventila- 
tion. The air’s foul enough already.” 

“ No, it won’t take us days,” replied Norman Conquest. 
“Tt might not even take us hours. The weak part of the 
tunnel was quite small. It had to be small—for there was 
more than a chance that Piggott himself would get caught 
in his own trap. And this big timber did form a kind of 
bridge. See how the big chunks of rock have jammed ? 
It’s going to be a devilish ticklish business, though.” 
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Chandler was anxious about his patients, and he 
eagerly carried to them the hope that they might all get 
out—for at the sound of the collapsing tunnel they had 
feared the worst. Norman went into the depths of a dis- 
used working and freed Denniss, the overseer. 

“Listen, rat!” he said curtly. ‘‘ Your dirty boss has 
made a bolt for it, and he’s caused a part of the tunnel to 
collapse. We’re buried alive—understand ? What do you 
know about the weakened tunnel ? ”’ 

‘Nothing !”’ panted the frightened man. “ Nothing 
at all! Piggott never told me. . . . The filthy swine! I 
might have known he’d double-cross the rest of us when 
it came to a pinch.”’ His voice shook. “‘ And we’re buried 
with them prisoners, aren’t we? They’re dangerous, Mr. 
Conquest ! ”’ 

‘“T’m more dangerous,’ nodded the Desperado. 
“You’re going to take a pick, Denniss, and you’re going 
to work as you’ve never worked before !_ And don’t forget 
this—if you try any funny tricks, you’ll be shot down like 
a dog!” 

Denniss was willing to work—frantically willing. His 
own life, his own liberty, partly depended upon his efforts. 
But when it came to the actual job, it was Norman 
Conquest who shouldered the brunt of the dangerous and 
the hard work. Denniss and Williams were his assistants. 
Sir Anthony had his hands full with the twenty captives 
—releasing them from their steel collars and anklets and 
chains—and’ generally calming their fears. 

And the air in those crudely-constructed mine workings, 
foul at the best of times, was growing heavier and more 
poison-laden with every minute that passed. 


Humphrey Piggott was virtually a madman. 

His desperate escape had left him shaking in every 
limb, and he was badly handicapped by the steel manacles 
round his wrists. Once he had got away from the secret 
mine he ran stumblingly along the old abandoned railway 
track, and through the tunnel into Llandrood Valley. 

The one thought which obsessed him was—escape. 
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Norman Conquest and Inspector Williams were as good 
as dead—and so were the other occupants of the pitch- 
blende mine. They would never escape—they would die 
of suffocation before they could tunnel their way to 
liberty. That part of Humphrey Piggott’s secret would 
remain buried for ever. 

But there were other considerations. Piggott’s brain 
hummed with them as he made his way, sweating and 
cursing, to Llandrood Dene. Scotland Yard knew that 
Inspector Williams had come to this corner of the world, 
and when he failed to report, when he failed to turn up 
again, there would be a considerable raising of official 
eyebrows. And then—inquiries. And after the inquiries— 
search parties. Humphrey Piggott knew that his only 
chance of getting in the clear was to make a bolt for it— 
now. Mr. Williams had been dead on the mark when he 
had told Piggott that the game was up. However, it 
might be a day before Scotland Yard started wondering, 
and two days before they got into action. By that time 
Piggott could be on the other side of Europe. . . . And 
he wouldn’t go empty-handed ! 

When he reached his house he found nobody there. 
Two men were guarding the gates, and there were only 
three others. These were at work in the plant, and they 
were not due to be relieved until dawn. Easy enough, 
Piggott decided, for him to slip away. For it was his 
treacherous intention to leave his dupes to their fate. 

For one fleeting moment he had considered the pos- 
sibility of staying on at Llandrood Dene and boldly 
facing the Scotland Yard investigators when they turned 
up. Williams had been here, yes, but Williams had gone. 
And no amount of inquiry would be able to prove the 
contrary. But a minute’s cold thought assured him 
that this plan would be fatal. For the investigators 
would investigate his ‘“‘ agricultural” plant, and then ask 
him all sorts of exceedingly awkward questions. On top of 
all this, he remembered his six vanished employees. He 
had little doubt—now—that they were in the hands of the 
police. Yes, it was time to call it a day. 
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Hampered by his handcuffs, cursing continuously, he 
got his car ready. For months he had had his plans 
ready for flight ; for instantaneous flight. In the library 
of his house he caused the heavy bookcase to move 
bodily back, and behind it stood an enormous built-in 
safe. And in this great safe stood a smaller safe. It was 
scarcely any bigger than a strong-box, and it looked 
rather like one. 

But it weighed over a hundredweight ! 

Its casing was inches thick in lead and steel, and the 
tiny interior contained—an ounce of radium ! 

A fortune! Just an ounce of rare metal worth nearly 
half a million sterling! But it might be months before 
Piggott could realise on that concentrated treasure, 
although he had many plans cut and dried for its later 
disposal. 

From the safe he took a strong leather satchel; and 
this, too, had been packed in readiness for a split-second 
getaway. Cash—much needed cash for Piggott’s im- 
mediate requirements—cash which would enable him to 
live like a prince for months, while he paved the way for 
the selling of his ill-gotten radium. There were bundles of 
American dollar currency in the satchel, to say nothing 
of French francs and Italian lira. Close on thirty 
thousand pounds, all told. 

It was a grim struggle for Humphrey Piggott to carry 
the hundredweight “ strong-box ”’ out to the car, handi- 
capped as he was by his bracelets. But he managed it 
somehow. Then he ran in for the satchel and a few other 
odds and ends. But within five minutes he was away, 
contorting himself into knots as he wrestled with the gear 
lever and the steering wheel. When he was many miles 
away from Llandrood he would give the handcuffs some 
attention. But not yet! His panic was far too acute to 
allow of any delay. 

At the gates he hooted, and the man on guard came 
running up to the driving door. Piggott managed to 
conceal his hands beneath the steering wheel. 

‘‘ Well, what the hell do you want ?”’ snarled Piggott. 
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‘“ Don’t you recognise my car? I’m going out. Expect me 
back in about an hour. Hurry!” 

“ Yes, boss!” gasped the man. 

He knew better than to argue when he heard that tone. 
He swung open the gates, and the big car drove through, 
and went purring away into the night. Piggott heaved a 
great sigh as he settled back in his seat. Well, he was 
away; the man at the gates had suspected nothing; he 
and the few remaining cattle like him would get nothing 
in return for their months of faithful service. Nothing, 
that is, except for a nasty pile of trouble from the police. 

Piggott almost chuckled. He had always planned to 
leave his hired thugs in the lurch when the crucial 
moment came. It had come rather earlier than he had 
reckoned, that was all. ... 

“And just where do you think you’re going, Mr. 
Piggott ? ’ inquired a soft girlish voice, almost in his ear. 

““ Eeeeeek !”” squealed Mr. Piggott shrilly. 

He took half a glance round and saw the small, calm, 
pixie face of Joy Everard! He felt something cold and 
round pressed against the back of his neck. 

“Thought I’d help myself to a little ride,’’ said the 
girl calmly. “I couldn’t resist the temptation, Mr. 
Piggott, when I saw your car standing unattended outside 
your house. You’re a bit careless with your car, aren’t 

ou?” 
ae. For God’s sake take that gun away!”’ panted Pig- 
gott, his flesh creeping with fear. 

“ The gun’s staying right where it is—until you pull up 
outside Caerlyn Police Station,’ replied Joy coolly. 
“You’re quite familiar with the road, Mr. Piggott, so I 
don’t need to give you directions.”’ 

Piggott, took a wild chance. He did not really believe 
that the girl would shoot. He jerked his head suddenly 
aside, and swung himself round. .. . But in doing so, 
his right foot jammed against the throttle, and the 
‘engine opened up with a roar. 

Piggott made a frantic effort to control the wheel, but 
he was too late. The car charged headlong into some low 


170 LEAVE IT TO COBNQVEST 


bushes which grew alongside the road—and then it took 
a wild and giddy header into space, pitching Joy clean 
out in a soaring arc. For just beyond the bushes lay a 
dizzy drop, almost sheer. The girl landed in a patch of 
bushes, and she caught a glimpse of the car, with its head- 
lights blazing, turning somersaults down the steep hillside, 
crashing through bushes, and shattering itself to frag- 
ments as it went hurtling down. ... And Humphrey 
Piggott was wedged between the steering wheel and the 
seat |! 

At the bottom of the hillside there was a sheer drop of 
twenty feet, and treés grew along the cliff edge. The car 
struck with a shattering crash and remained jammed, 
half over the cliff edge. Something limp and heavy went 
plunging into the cold black waters of Piggott’s Yat, to 
sink like a stone with scarcely a bubble. 

As Joy made the descent in the darkness she came 
upon some of the contents of the car—cushions, the fat 
leather satchel, a curiously small safe, half buried in the 
soft earth, one of the headlamps, a torn and battered wing. 
. . . She reached the final wreckage of the car. 

But Humphrey Piggott was not there. Just a few 
ominous bloodstains on the steering wheel, a bloodstained 
shoe caught between the foot pedals—and over the edge 
of the cliff, a sheet of cold, silent water. 

“ Piggott’s Yat! ’’ whispered Joy, with a little shiver. 
“ Queer that it should have claimed the man who sent so 
many others to its muddy bottom ! ”’ 

Her own task was accomplished. She had prevented 
Humphrey Piggott from escaping—although, when she 
had been scouting in the valley, she had had no idea of the 
task she would be called upon to perform. But she had 
known that Piggott was making a break for liberty, and 
Norman Conquest’s partner had done her bit. 

Yet there was something wrong. A cold fear was 
gnawing at her heart as she swiftly made her way across 
the hills towards the secret mine. It had been Norman’s 
part of the game to bag Humphrey Piggott, and hand 
him over to Sweet William. Joy knew that there must 
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have been a hitch—and an ugly one. For she had not 
failed to observe that the Master of Llandrood had been 
handcuffed. So the capture had come off. . . . And then 
Piggott had escaped. But how ? In what circumstances ? 

Knowing the man’s fiendish methods, Joy was gripped 
by a fierce and burning anxiety. She almost flew as she 
raced for the mine. 

But when she reached that bleak, lonely cliff, where 
the mine entrance was situated, she saw no sign of moving 
figures; she heard no sounds. She climbed the cliff 
rapidly, and reached the ledge. Cold rock seemed to leer 
at her out of the gloom as the chilly night wind almost 
swept up from the narrow perch. 

There was a door here, she knew. Norman knew how to 
open it, but she did not. The utter loneliness seemed to 
envelop her like something tangible, and the dread fear 
in her heart was growing into something monstrous. .. . 

And then she heard, as the wind lulled, a dull and 
curious thudding. Voices—Norman’s voice, husky and 
thick and triumphant. The solid rock in front of her 
moved as though by some miracle, and the Desperado 
almost fell into her arms. He was hardly recognisable 
under his coat of dirt and grime, with sweat streaks run- 
ning down his face. His hands were torn and bleeding, 
and his breathing was more laboured than Joy had ever 
heard. 

“Norman!” she cried, with concern. 

“ Hallo, old girl! Always on the spot when you’re most 


wanted!” He gripped her affectionately for a moment. 
“We've been through . . . hell! Touch and go for the 
last fifteen minutes . . . air getting so poisonous that we 


could hardly breathe. But thank God we made it!” 

He turned back, and although the girl only partially 
understood, she asked no questions. She helped in the 
grim task of assisting Humphrey Piggott’s pitiful victims 
out of the mine. Out they came, one by one, a dazed, 
bewildered, pathetic crowd, scarcely able to believe that 
liberty was once again theirs. 

‘At last the twentieth rescued man was accounted for, 
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and Inspector Williams, who had worked like a hero, 
took it upon himself to escort the poor wretches to 
Norman Conquest’s headquarters. Joy offered to act as 
ide. 
“T don’t see Tony,” muttered Norman, looking about 
him in the gloom. “ Didn’t he come out ? He was help- 


He broke off as a clammy fear overtook him. He and 
the man Denniss had been working like maniacs in the 
front part of the fallen tunnel, boring a way through, 
clearing the rock and earth, shoring up the temporary roof 
with timbers which Williams had fashioned. It had been 
desperate, gruelling work, and only Norman Conquest 
knew just how desperate. Denniss, husky brute though 
he was, was lying unconscious—from sheer exhaustion. 
He had worked because Norman had forced him to work, 
but at the end of that ghastly ordeal he had collapsed like 
a punctured tyre. 

And Tony! That brave soul had done his own part of 
the job at the back end of the tur nel, helping the captives, 
getting them through when sufficient space had been 
cleared. The men had all come out, but Tony Chandler had 
not ! 

Norman went plunging back into the tunnel, an electric 
torch gripped in his hand. It was clear enough for twenty 
or thirty feet, and then came the section which had 
collapsed. There was a tiny space, low down among the 
fallen rock and earth—just sufficient space for one man 
to crawl through. Norman wormed along this death 
passage, knowing that any moment a part of the hurriedly- 
shored roof would fall again. 

“ Tony !”’ he called. 

But there was no answer. ... And he found Sir 
Anthony Chandler just beyond the far end of the tem- 
porary tunnel. He found him lying with his back against 
the rock wall, his grime-streaked and emaciated chest 
bare, and rising and falling with frightening irregularity. 
The doctor’s face was like a death mask, and his eyes 
burned with a terrible interior fire. 
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“ Good God!” muttered Norman Conquest, falling on 
his knees. “ Tony!” 

“That you, Conquest ?”’ Chandler spoke in a strained 
whisper, so low that even Norman could scarcely catch 
the sound. “Sorry, old man! Bit of a nuisance, what ? 
Looks as if the strain was rather too much.... They’re 
all out, aren’t they ? ” 

Norman Conquest nearly choked. He had seen men 
dying too often to misread the signs. Sir Anthony 
Chandler was nearly gone ; Norman was only just in the 
nick of time. It had been a great and terrible strain, and 
nobody was ever to know just how much physical work 
Sir Anthony had accomplished that night. But it had 
killed him... . 

“ Tony, you’re not going to die! ”’ said Norman softly. 
“You mustn’t ! What a blundering fool I was to let you 
come into this cursed hell. . . .” 

“We all had to do our bit,” interrupted Tony. “‘ My 
life wasn’t worth much, anyway. ... Damned glad I 
met you, Conquest ... able to do something worth 
while . . . getting those poor devils out of Piggott’s 
clutches. .. .” 

His voice trailed away, and suddenly Norman Conquest 
noticed that the heaving chest had quivered into utter 
stillness. 

The Desperado tried vainly to swallow the lump in his 
throat. The tragic passing of this brave and gentle soul 
affected him deeply. 

Why did Piggott have to die a swift and accidental 
death ? ” he muttered fiercely. ‘‘ If young Pixie is right, 
he’s lying at the bottom of the Yat... . It’s wrong! 
It’s all wrong! That hell-hound should have been made 
to suffer the tortures of the damned... .” 

Norman Conquest did not know that Humphrey Pig- 
gott’s tortures were just beginning |! 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
THE HOUSE OF GOLDEN GLASS 


THE autumn wind blew bleakly across the lonely Glouces- 
tershire countryside, and there was the icy chill of 
approaching winter in the air. A human figure, pathetic 
in its weakness, dragged itself across a stretch of park- 
land which was broken here and there by stately chest- 
nuts; yard by yard, with slow and laborious effort, the 
wretched man progressed. 

Exhaustion had overtaken Humphrey Piggott hours 
before ; he was no longer able to walk on his feet, and 
only an iron determination and an inflexible purpose 
kept him going. At brief intervals he would pause, his 
breathing forced and noisy, his chest heaving, his swollen 
lips bubbling with a blood-tinged froth. The man was a 
caricature of humanity, an object both pitiable and 
horrifying; his tattered clothing was streaked and 
grimed with wet mud, he was shoeless and his socks were 
in rags, and his haggard face bore a three-day growth of 
beard. His hair was matted and tangled, and at every 
pause he wasted a supply of his precious breath to croak- 
ingly curse the rusted handcuffs which encircled his 
lacerated and alarmingly swollen wrists. 

He had apparently entered some kind of private 
property, the park of a big country house, for he had left 
roads and lanes and ploughed fields behind in the earlier 
part of the evening, when he had still had strength enough 
to walk on his feet. He dragged himself to the top of a tree- 
fringed rise, and his burning, feverish gaze became fixed as 
he took another rest. 

A house was quite near. A strange and bizarre house 
to find in a lonely part of the County of Gloucester. Built 
largely of glass, and of a unique ultra-modern design, the 
entire edifice glowed from within, diffusing a golden © 
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radiance out into the night. Every wall, every angle, 
even the roof, gave forth its synthetic sunshine. Like a 
golden beacon the house stood there, amid its surrounding 
trees—friendly, warm, enticing. Even in the bleakness of 
this chill autumn night, it seemed to dispel the misty 
dankness. On a fine summer’s evening it must have been 
a vision of fairy splendour. 

The human wreck dragged himself on, and he even 
gathered enough strength to get to his swollen feet and 
run with a lurching, staggering roll, across the inter- 
vening grassland. But the effort was too much, and he 
tripped and fell, and lay groaning painfully for some 
minutes. Quite near him was an oval pool of water of 
considerable size, surrounded by marble pathways which 
glimmered with a ghostly whiteness in the night. In the 
summer-time, no doubt, a place of glowing under-water 
lights, with laughing and happy people splashing and 
plunging in the water. 

Only a short distance now! Breathing more painfully 
than ever, Piggott dragged himself up a short slope of 
velvety lawn-grass, and then across a wide tiled terrace. 
There was something weird and almost frightening in the 
soft slithery sound as the pitiful wretch progressed, inch 
by inch, across the tiles. His breathing was hard and 
hoarse now, and a glaze was beginning to form over his 


feverish eyes. ... But he managed to see a curious 
bulging curve in a part of the golden glowing wall. A 
window. ... The latest fashion in french doors.... 


Something vaguely shadowy moved behind the glass. 

The Master of Llandrood made a final effort, proof of his 
almost incredible iron will. With his senses drifting com- 
pletely away, with blood froth bubbling on his lips, he 
flung himself against the doors, his upraised hands leaving 
a muddy smear as they trailed down the glass. One of the 
rusty handcuffs clinked noisily. . . . Piggott sank into a 
limp, shuddering heap, and remained deathly still. 

From within that strange house came the sound of a 
chair being pushed back; then soft, padding footsteps. 
One of the french doors opened, allowing a flood of 
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additional golden light to flow into the friendless night: 
A man stood framed in the doorway, and he was a man of 
such striking appearance that the very majesty of his 
presence seemed to lessen and dim the radiance at his 
back. 

Seeing nothing unusual at first, he took a step out 
upon the terrace, and then paused. 

“ Good God!” he muttered. 

He dragged his eyes away from the strange object at his 
feet, and he stared searchingly into the night gloom. But 
he could see nothing unusual, even with the aid of the 
unusually large monocle which seemed to be immovably 
fixed in his right eye. Only the sighing of the wind in the 
almost leafless trees came to his ears. Again he looked at 
the still figure slumped against the bottom of the other 
french door. He caught sight of the reddish froth on the 
misshapen lips, and he could hear the hard, crackly 
breathing. 

Without further hesitation, yet uttering a murmured 
exclamation of distaste, he bent down and dragged the 
unbidden guest into the room. He shut the french door, 
and looked down upon the tattered, mud-smeared figure. 

‘“ Awkward,” he muttered, frowning. ‘‘ Can’t leave the 
poor devil like this. . . . But why pick on me? ”’ 

He crossed the exotically-furnished room to a built-in 
cocktail bar, his red-slippered feet pit-patting softly on the 
polished hard-rubber floor. He was in evening dress, 
except for the jacket, and in lieu of this he wore a rich 
silk dressing-gown of striking Oriental colouring. Tall, 
slim, as straight as a ramrod, the owner of this unique 
house was impressive in every way. His finely-modelled 
esthetic face was clean-shaven except fora sthall neat grey 
moustache and a pointed beard on the tip of his chin. 
His hair was snowy white, and so luxuriant that from a 
distance it might have been mistaken for a white turban. 

Having poured out some neat cognac, he went back to 
the unconscious man and tried to force a little of the spirit 
between the puffy lips ; and while he was doing this he 
suddenly gave such a start that the monocle cast loose 
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{rom its moorings and dropped to the end of a silken cord. 

“ What in hell does this mean ? ” 

Handcuffs ! Muddy, rusty, regulation handcuffs! The 
man in the silken robe had not seen the manacles until 
now, and his fine face became a scowl of mystification 
and concern. He had been hazarding a vague guess that 
the man was the victim of some lonely motor crash, but 
he could now see that this theory was all wrong. He bent 
closer. The wrists were so torn and swollen that the steel 
bracelets were well-nigh invisible. 

The man with the snowy-white hair rose abruptly to his 
feet and went to a bell. An electric clock in a green onyx 
case chimed twelve silvery strokes. Before the delicate 
vibrations had died away, a tap sounded on the door anda 
girl of extraordinary and striking beauty entered, the 
room. She was dressed in a simple evening gown; a 
subtle and cunning artifice, since its very simplicity 
seam the natural grace and suppleness of the girl’s 

gure. 
“Yes, Dr. Zinkola?” she said in a low, musical 
voice. 

“‘ The staff have all gone to bed ?” 

“ Yes, Dr. Zinkola.”’ 

“ Just as well, perhaps,”’ said the man with the white 
hair. ‘‘ Listen, Louane. Bring me hot water, swabs, lint 
and bandage.’ He spoke with the brisk authoritative 
curtness of a medical man. ‘‘ We have a visitor, Louane.”’ 

“‘ Yes, Dr. Zinkola, I have seen.” 

The girl was completely composed; the sight of the 
sprawling, muddy, corpse-like figure on the floor had not 
caused her to even catch her breath. She turned her soft 
dark eyes back to Dr. Zinkola for a moment and then went 
off on her errand, her movements as lithe and graceful as 
those of a young forest creature. Louane was twenty- 
two, a native of Hawaii, and of mixed blood, and she had 
been Dr. Zinkola’s laboratory assistant ever since he had 
found her in Hilo, five years earlier. 

When she came back she found that Dr. Zinkola had 
placed the unconscious Humphrey Piggott on a divan, 
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and was now standing in a thoughtful, puzzled attitude, 
gently rubbing his finely-tapered white fingers. 

‘Our unbidden guest is in a bad way, Louane. There 
are ugly cuts and bruises all over him; his feet are torn 
and swollen and festering; there are very nasty lacera- 
tions about his wrists, and it’s going to be some time 
before these handcuffs can be removed. I’m afraid a 
broken rib has penetrated his lung. We must do what we 
can.” 

Louane accepted the situation calmly, and she bathed 
Piggott’s torn feet while Dr. Zinkola applied first aid to 
the other wounds. 

‘Common humanity impels me to do this much,” said 
Yhe doctor. ‘‘ The poor fellow needs hospital treatment, 
of course, but I could not let him go out of the house in the 
condition I found him. I imagine him to be an escaped 
convict. He probably threw himself out of a railway 
train and thus escaped his guards—which would account 
for many of these injuries. He is utterly exhausted, too, 
and I don’t think he has touched food for days. Poor 
devil! Hiding in ditches by day, skulking down lonely 
roads by night. When we are finished, Louane, you will 
ring up the police. We must get rid of this man. No 
breath of unpleasantness must touch Health Heights. We 
have to be very careful, my Louane. We can’t afford 
to offend our wealthy and influential patrons.” 

There was a tinge of sarcasm, of bitterness, in his tone. 
The Zinkola Sunshine Health Home, established in Apmil 
of the same year, had not been the great success which its 
founder had anticipated. Health Heights was an ultra- 
modern pseudo-scientific rejuvenation hostel, complete 
with sunbathing facilities, radio-active baths and diathetic 
treatment. There had been quite a good number of 
patients during the summer, but with the coming of 
autumn, Health Heights was more or less a mere ornamen- 
tution on the landscape. 

“Hallo! What’s this ? ” 

Dr. Zinkola took a fat and bulging wallet from the inner 
pocket of the tattered and mud-smeared coat. He had not 
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seen it before, since the oat had been buttoned up. It 
was an old and well-used wallet of comfortably large 
proportions, and when Dr. Zinkola withdrew some of the 
contents he stared in amazement. Bank of England 
notes ! Twenties—tens—fives ! 

“ Jumping catfish!’ ejaculated Dr. Zinkola, aghast. 

The expression was hardly in keeping with the dis- 
tinguished looking doctor’s appearance, and his patients 
might have raised a few eyebrows if they had been 
listening in. With shaking fingers he roughly counted the 
money. 

“Over two thousand pounds, Louane—which, in real 
money, is ten thousand dollars!’ he muttered, with a 
gulp. “‘ Do you get it, kid? Ten grand!” 

“ But,’”’ Louane gently pointed out, “‘ the money is not 
ours.” 

“True. You would come across with a reminder like 
that,” muttered Dr. Zinkola. ‘‘ But listen. That first 
guess of mine is wrong. This fellow is no escaped convict.” 

He stood erect, thinking hard, his fine face so relaxed 
that it became almost cunning. His eyes, of a curiously 
piercing blue, seemed to be alive with excitement—and 
greed. When real money found its way into Dr. Zinkola’s 
hands, it just naturally stuck there, as though attracted 
by magnets. 

‘“‘ A man under arrest, and being conveyed by guards to 
another town, is not permitted to carry money on him,” 
continued the owner of Health Heights—and he spoke 
feelingly, from personal experience. “He is searched 
first, and his pockets are emptied. There’s something 
damned peculiar about all this, Louane.” 

He examined the wallet more carefully, hoping to find 
some letters, or a card, or a driving licence, which would 
tell him the unconscious man’s identity. But there was 
only one card; it was soiled, and it simply bore the 
figures : 

“ 7066.” 

“ What on earth can this mean?” murmured Dr. 
Zinkola, frowning. ‘‘ Just a number. I seem to remember 
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something, too... . Can’t quite get it, Louane. Does 
‘1066’ mean anything to you?” 

“No, Dr. Zinkola,’ said the girl. ‘‘ Why should 
he aad 

In an effort to solve the puzzle he went through Pig- 
gott’s other pockets. It was a task he had not hitherto 
contemplated, taking it for granted that the pockets 
would be empty. And they were frightfully muddy. _ 

Several prizes came to light. A handsome automatic 
lighter of solid platinum, bearing the engraved initials 
“N.C.,” a cigarette case of the same metal, with the same 
initials ; a bunch of keys, some loose change, a leather 
keytainer marked “‘ N.C.,” a fountain pen and a propelling 

encil. 

pe Who is this bird, anyway ?”’ ejaculated Dr. Zinkola 
suddenly, and with some irritation at the back of his 
excitement. “‘ A wallet containing two thousand pounds, 
and a lighter and a cigarette case worth a hundred or 
two ! I only knew one big shot who ever owned a platinum 
cigarette case. ... ‘N.C.’ Those initials seem familiar, 
too, and in a vague sort of way I connect them with that 
‘1066’ mark S 

He broke off abruptly, his eyes blazing. Turning delib- 
erately, he placed his monocle in his eyes, and stared hard 
and long at the unconscious man on the divan ; and the 
mistake he made was understandable in the circum- 
stances. 

‘““Pve got him, Louane,” said Dr. Zinkola tensely. 
“ The mark of 1066! That’s what gave me the clue. The 
sign of Norman Conquest!” 

The girl remained quite unruffled. 

“ All this I do not understand,” she said simply. ‘ The 
poor man is breathing with great difficulty, Dr. Zinkola. 
I think I should ring up the police, so that they can take 
him quickly away to hospital.” 

“Wait !”’ The man’s voice cut like a knife. ‘‘ This 
thing needs thinking out. You may never have heard of 
Norman Conquest, Louane, but he is a rat who’s 
been causing a hell of a lot of trouble—and I welcome 
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him in my house about as much as I’d welcome a rogue 
elephant ! He’s poison—he’s dynamite ! ” 

“ He does not look dangerous—now.”’ 

“Hell, no!” agreed Dr. Zinkola, his immaculate 
diction and perfect English deserting him completely in 
the stress of the situation. ‘‘ This time it looks like 
Conquest has found a whole package of trouble! No 
sense in wondering how he got into this jam, or why. 
He’s unconscious, and he’s not likely to pull out of it for 
days. . . . Older than I thought, too.” 

He paced up and down, tugging at his neat little 
imperial, jamming his monocle into his eye, and pulling 
it out again. Dr. Zinkola was putting in more hard 
thinking than he had done since his neat getaway from 
Des Moines, lowa, with his pockets bulging with hot dollar 
currency. 

“These are the keys of Conquest’s London flat,’”’ he 
continued, opening the keytainer, and inspecting the 
contents. ‘‘ I know where he lives, too. Saw something 
about it in the papers, months ago. Underneath some 
arches in Bayswater. . . . And listen, Louane! These 
other keys!’’ He turned one or two of the smaller keys 
in the keytainer between his fingers. “One of them is 
likely the key of his safe! And, boy, will that safe be 
bulging with jack ? Kid, it’s the kind of set-up I’ve some- 
times dreamed about ! Here’s this poor guy, cold as ham, 
and he doesn’t even know where he is, or what it’s all 
about. He just saw Health Heights glowing in the dark- 
ness, and by the time he made it he was out on his feet— 
maybe earlier. Nobody saw him come, and nobody but 

ou and I know that he’s here.”’ 

‘J will say nothing, Dr. Zinkola.”’ 

“You bet you won’t!’’ He patted her on her slim 
shoulder in a fatherly, kindly way. “ Louane, you're 
going to help me to take Conquest to the special private 
ward, at the end of the Sunshine Wing. We'll look after 
him ourselves.” 

“But the police ? Won’t they—search ? ” 

‘You're just a sweet kid, Louane,” said Dr. Zinkola 
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indulgently. ‘‘ If the police had anything to do with 
Conquest’s trouble, I’m Gunga Din! He must have met 
up with some boys who gave him his own medicine—and 
plenty of it.” 

He fingered the Bank of England notes. 

“Two thousand pounds,’ he continued softly. 
“Chicken feed, my Louane, compared with what might 
be in Conquest’s safe! And all I’ve got to do is to take 
this key and open it!” 

Dr. Zinkola had taken the stranger in, and he had 
given him succour, but this Good Samaritan stuff could 
be overdone! Even a Good Samaritan needs to think of 
himself now and again ! 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
SHOCKS FOR DR. ZINKOLA 


At the hour of eight o’clock on the following evening, 
therefore, Dr. Zinkola took a casual stroll up Canal Lane 
in the district of Bayswater. While other parts of Bays- 
water were gleaming with lights through the autumn mist, 
Canal Lane was remarkable for its darkness and tranquil 
peace. 

Dr. Zinkola advanced with care. Over his faultless 
evening dress he wore a dark raincoat with the collar 
turned up and buttoned ; a scarf concealed his chin; a 
wide-brimmed hat entirely enclosed his ample white locks. 

Every window of ‘‘ Underneath the Arches” was 
black, although none of the curtains were drawn. There 
was no welcome light over the front door and the place 
was obviously as empty as he had expected it to be. He 
was more than ever convinced that Norman Conquest 
had fallen foul of his own intended victims somewhere in 
the West Country ; for if he had been handcuffed by the 
police, and had escaped from his escort, there would have 
been something about it in the papers to-day. Also, the 
police would have been in possession of “ Underneath 
the Arches.” 

Dr. Zinkola selected the most likely-looking key from 
the keytainer and tried it in the lock. It did not fit. 
Probably the garage key. Dr. Zinkola tried another. It 
slid sweetly in and turned at the slightest pressure. He 
gently eased the door open, withdrew the key, and 
listened through the crack. Then he pushed the door 
wide open—and jumped about a foot into the air. 

For without the slightest warning a powerful electric 
light sprang into life in the entrance lobby, and Dr. 
Zinkola expected to hear a challenge. It was some 
seconds before he realised that the light had been auto- 
matically switched on by a opening of the door. He 
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cursed throatily and reached forward for the switch. 
It worked, and once again in the friendly darkness Dr. 
Zinkola closed the front door and leaned against it. 

‘Damnation to all automatic gadgets ! ” he muttered. 

The shock to his system had been rather a severe one, 
and it took him a full minute to recover. Just like 
Conquest to have tricky mechanical devices in his home ! 
The intruder mentally decided that he would have to be 
on the look-out for others. So when he opened the inner 
door of the lobby, he did so with extreme caution. But 
nothing happened. The spacious lounge was dark and 
silent. 

Dr. Zinkola cautiously pressed the switch of his electric 
torch ; it was a big torch, giving a powerful beam, but 
he had fitted a metal cap over the bulb so that only a 
pencil of light escaped. The tiny restricted beam wavered 
over the comfortable furnishings and the staircase which 
led up to the balcony. And Dr. Zinkola breathed more 
freely. 

Before attempting to make any careful search of the 
premises, his plan was to give the place a quick once over. 
His light revealed no obvious safe or strong room in the 
lounge, and he had a lurking idea, now that he had seen 
the modernistic nature of the Conquest abode, that it was 
going to be no soft job to locate the old stocking. He 
passed through into the domestic quarters, and found a 
white-tiled kitchen and the usual larder and store cup- 
boards. Everything was neat and tidy and immaculate. 

Upstairs, the bedrooms were equally spick and span, 
and, which was more to the point, empty. When Dr. 
Zinkola came downstairs again his earlier nervousness 
had gone ; he was as care-free and confident as though 
he owned the place. Burglary, after all, was a cinch. 
Nothing to it. 

He noticed another door. It was rather deeply set into 
the side wall, and when he opened it he found that he 
passed straight through into the adjoining arch. This was 
the garage—and something else. A brief inspection showed 
him a beautifully-equipped workshop, and when he had 
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passed through this he found himself in a kind of labora- 
tory. This Conquest bird was evidently a fellow of ideas. 

As he was about to leave the laboratory his pencil of 
light fell upon the large steel door of a cupboard. There 
was no knob or handle, and the keyhole was unusually 
slim. Dr. Zinkola examined it more carefully. He 
hesitated, and took out the keytainer. Hardly likely to 
be the Conquest home bank, but he might as well open it 
and make sure. Perhaps the real safe was behind this 
innocent-looking door. 

There was only one key in the bunch which could fit 
that slim lock, and the intruder picked it out and slid it 
into the keyhole. . . . And things happened... . 

The first thing that happened was a fiendish yell of 
agony from Dr. Zinkola, after which he executed a wild 
dance. A powerful electric shock had shot up his arm and 
distributed itself throughout his body, and just how he 
managed to get the key out of the lock he never knew. 
He staggered away, panting. 

“Good heavens !”’ he ejaculated, horrified. 

His ears were ringing from the effect of his own scream- 
ing cry, but this could not account for the loud and 
penetrating clanging sound which was proceeding from 
the main lounge. To Dr. Zinkola’s startled ears, it sounded 
rather like Bow Bells having an argument with the St. 
Paul’s chimes. 

He cursed fluently. Everything had been going so 
smoothly that he had forgotten about the infernal 
gadgets. He dashed wildly back towards the lounge, 
intent upon discovering the source of the racket, and 
tearing the alarm-contraption apart. But just as he 
reached the communicating door the clanging ceased, 
and he was through into the lounge before he could check 
himself. 

And, what he saw in the lounge caused his heart, 
already strained, to race and judder like the engine of a 
Model T Ford. He hardly noticed that the electric lights 
were full on, for his whole attention was attracted by the 
floor show. A tall young man in immaculate evening dress 
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was sitting elegantly on the divan, with a very small 
sweet-faced girl, attired in a fluffy sort of evening gown, 
beside him. A manservant in a spotless white coat was 
in the act of handing them drinks. Attractive, golden- 
looking drinks, in cocktail glasses. 

“And what,’ asked the elegant young man, looking 
straight at Dr. Zinkola, ‘‘ can we do for you, Shadow ? ’ 

“ Gurrrrrk ! ”’ said Dr. Zinkola discourteously. 

It was not really his fault. That sound was the only 
utterance he could make with his throat in its present 
knotted condition. Meanwhile, he was rocking on his 
heels. 

“You are the Shadow, aren’t you?” continued the 
young man, with interest. “ I’ve seen his pictures. That 
wide-brimmed hat———” 

Dr. Zinkola heard no more. His panic was so complete 
that he sought refuge in assumed anger. His composure 
was shot to shreds, and he was almost incapable of 
thinking ; but he had to do something. 

“Perhaps you will tell me who gave you permission to 
enter these premises ? ’’ he demanded, in loud fury. 

‘ That’s funny. I was going to ask you the same 
thing.”’ 

“Ask me! Me!” bellowed Dr. Zinkola. “I have a 
perfect right to be here. This is my flat ! ” 

“Well, well, well! Then you must be Norman Con- 
quest ? ” drawled the young man, sipping his cocktail. 

Dr. Zinkola clutched at the straw. 

“Of course I am Norman Conquest!” he snapped, 
realising, too late, that he had pulled a ghastly boner, for 
it was more than likely that these people were Conquest’s 
friends. 

_. That’s funny, again,” murmured the young man, 
rising leisurely to his seventy-two inches from the divan. 
‘“ My name is Conquest, and to the best of my knowledge 
I was christened ‘Norman.’ That makes two of us. 
Silly, isn’t it ?” 

_. You—you are Norman Conquest ?” gasped Dr. 
Zinkola. 
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“So I believe.”’ The dare-devil young Trouble Hunter 
turned to the girl. ‘“‘ What do you say, Pixie ? ”’ 

“If you’re not Norman Conquest,” said Joy calmly, 
“ then I’ve been cheated.”’ 

“You see ?’’ drawled Norman, turning to the visitor. 

But Dr. Alexis Zinkola was back in the “ gurrrrrk ! ”’ 
stage. All he could do was to make unpleasant choking 
sounds and clutch at the wall. All the previous shocks 
were as nothing compared to this latest thunderbolt. He 
knew, with a sogging certainty, that the hell-for-leather 
young man facing him was indeed the authentic Norman 
Conquest. 

Then who was the man at Health Heights ? The man who 
had dragged himself, exhausted and starved, through the 
night ? The man whose pockets had contained Norman 
Conquest’s cigarette case, lighter and keys ? 

Something of the same train of thought was passing 
through Norman’s mind, as his next words proved. 

“It’s all very simple, brother,” he explained, with 
a wave of his hand. “ You see, if any unauthorised person 
opens my front*door a signalling device gets busy. I knew 
at once that you had used my key, and I thought it a 
bright idea to perform a vanishing act, just to see what 
developed.” 

‘But you were not in the place when I entered!” 

“Wrong, pal! We were right here, in the lounge.”’ 

“But the windows were dark... .” 

“ You mustn’t "be fooled by dark windows—especially 
when they’re my dark windows,” said Norman Conquest 
calmly. “ As to the vanishing act, I’ll leave you to guess 
how we did it. Who explains vanishing acts, anyway ? 
The real crux of the matter, the core, the nub, is this— 
how did you get hold of my keys?” 

He asked the question casually enough, but at the back 
of his voice there was a hard, commanding ring. For 
Norman Conquest had been doing some sizzling thinking. 
This man had expected the flat to be empty, and he had 
obviously been under the impression that Norman was 
either dead or incapacitated ; for the first get-out which 
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had leaped into his mind had been to claim that he was 
Norman Conquest. It had not occurred to him that the 
young man in the room was Norman Conquest, which he 
would have at once suspected if he had not been certain 
that Norman was elsewhere. Which meant that he had 
taken the keys from somebody whom he had mistaken for 
Norman—and Norman was exceedingly interested. 

Dr. Zinkola was thinking, too, and his own brain was 
making a noise like Eyston doing 360. Impossible for him 
to explain how he had got possession of the keys, or why 
he had entered ‘“‘ Underneath the Arches.’”’ Impossible for 
him to answer any questions at all. 

“Reach, Conquest !’”’ he snapped, a gun appearing in 
his hand. ‘‘ One move out of any of you...” 

He broke off as Norman Conquest swept the soda 
siphon from the table and tossed it straight at him. 

“Catch !”’ invited ‘“‘ 1066 ”’ playfully. 

When a man sees a breakable object coming straight at 
him, and he is invited to catch it, his natural instinct is to 
drop everything else and obey. Dr. Zinkola did not drop 
his gun, but he caught the siphon with his other hand. 

‘Nice work !’’ commented Norman, chuckling. 

Dr. Zinkola cursed, dropped the siphon on the carpet, 
and backed towards the lobby door. He managed to 
reach it and slide through, with a vision of Norman 
Conquest leaping straight towards him. 

Slam! He crashed the door shut, clutched at the front 
door, and a moment later he was racing away into the 
darkness. Norman got outside just in time to hear the 
soft pit-pat of his late visitor’s retreating footsteps. 

‘Gord love us, guv’nor, why didn’t you grab him? ” 
asked Mandeville Livingstone, who was at Norman’s side, 
ready to go into action. “ You could have done it easy.” 

“I believe I could, serf.”’ 

“ You deliberately let the bloke go!” said the little 
man reproachfully. 

“What good was the bloke to us, anyway ? ” inquired 
Norman, as he went back into the lounge and carefully 
picked up the fallen siphon. “ Did anybody else touch 
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this ? No? Good! Careless of our recent pal to go about 
without gloves. Evidently a raw amateur—although he 
knew how to use a gun.” 

He went to the wall which divided the lobby from the 
lounge and opened a little cavity which contained a hidden 
camera. It was one of Norman’s own fancy gadgets, and 
it had proved useful on more than one occasion. He took 
a snapshot from the camera, and it was already developed, 
if somewhat damp. A wicked chuckle escaped him as he 
= igi the vividly clear picture of Dr. Zinkola’s startled 

ace. 

“Yes, Pixie, it would have been a mistake to nab the 
blighter,” continued Norman. ‘‘ What could we have 
charged him with? Breaking and entering. Not even 
petty theft, for he hadn’t pinched anything. There’s 
something bigger behind all this, and I want to find out 
what it is.”’ 

“ But how can you ? ” asked Joy. ‘‘ You let the man go, 
and you don’t know who he is.” 

“T let him go because I want him to keep thinking I 
don’t know who he is,” explained Norman Conquest 
blandly. “‘ That fellow was no common or garden sneak- 
thief. Didn’t you notice his commanding presence, his 
faultless togs ? Only one man in this world has ever lifted 
my keys—and his name is Humphrey Piggott.” 

‘“““Was,’”’ corrected Joy. ‘‘ Piggott’s dead.” 

“That’s just what I’m beginning to wonder,’’ said 
Norman, his cigarette tilting at an angle which meant 
danger. “ Yes, old girl, I’m wondering plenty. Expect 
me back in about an hour.” 

Without explaining the nature of his errand, he picked 
up the soda siphon by its metal nozzle and strode through 
to the garage. A minute later he was speeding towards 
London’s teeming centre, with its bustling evening traffic 
and myriads of bright lights. His destination was New 
Scotland Yard. He knew that Mr. Williams had returned 
from Wales, because they had both attended the funeral 
of poor Tony Chandler that very afternoon. Bee 

He found the inspector in his office ; and Mr. Williams 
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was not particularly joyous when he discovered a half- 
empty soda siphon parked in the middle of his blotting 
ad. 
Pe What the devil’s this ?”’ he demanded plaintively. 
“Of all the crazy young lunatics Pe 
“Now, Bill, keep your temper—and don’t touch!” 
warned Norman, as the inspector reached out a chubby 
hand towards the siphon. “ I’m here on a serious errand.” 
‘“ What the hell do you mean—don’t touch ?”’ asked 


Mr. Williams, eyeing the siphon with suspicion. ‘‘ What’s” 


that stuff inside—soda water or nitro-glycerine ? ” 

Norman Conquest chuckled as he sat down. 

“How your mind does run on those Bulldog Drum- 
mond stories you’re always reading,” he said reprovingly. 
“It’s soda water, Bill, and we needn’t concern ourselves 
with it. What I want you to do is to get your fingerprint 
hounds to work and see what they can make of the out- 
side.” 

Mr. Williams, with the air of a man who is ready to go 
to any length to humour a tiresome child, spoke through 
his telephone, and presently a uniformed attendant came 
in and carried the siphon away. 

““ Ever seen this merchant ? ” 


Mr. Williams took the photograph which Norman ~ 


offered him and inspected it critically. 

“Never seen him before, that I can remember,” he 
replied. “‘ Queer kind of snapshot, this . . . It was taken 
by that hidden camera of yours, wasn’t it ? You showed 
it to me once. ... So this chap broke into your place. .. .” 

‘“ Don’t they always teach you chaps not to indulge in 
guesswork, Bill?’ drawled Norman. ‘‘ Perhaps we shall 
have some luck with the fingerprints.” 

They had. In a surprisingly short time a dossier came 
down from Records. Mr. Williams opened it and grunted. 

‘The fingerprints on your siphon are those of a man 


named Samuel Thorpe Gunter,’ he said. ‘ Here’s his 
official picture. Native of Indiana . .. once a circus 
side-show quack . . . bogus doctor . . . con man.” 


‘“ Quite a pleasant bloke,” commented Norman. 


Hf, 
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He looked at the official photograph. The man shown 
was clean-shaven with close-cropped black hair, and he 
seemed to bear no resemblance to Dr. Alexis Zinkola. The 
snap which Norman’s camera had taken, however, did not 
reveal the man at his best. 

“Nothing particularly startling in his record,’ said 
the inspector. “An American, of course; he was only 
through our hands once, and that was ten years ago. 
Sentenced to twelve months in the second division for 
fraud. What was he doing at your place, and why are you 
so interested in him ? ” 

“That, Bill, is another story,” said Norman, as he 
made for the door. ‘‘ Many thanks for the service. What 
should we do without Scotland Yard ? ” 

He breezed out, leaving Mr. Williams dissatisfied, and 
plus one half-empty soda siphon. 

“You don’t seem to have got anywhere,” remarked 
Joy, when Norman gave her the result of his quest. “ It 
doesn’t help to know that this man’s name is Gunter s 

“It helps to this extent,’”’ interrupted Norman keenly. 
“We now definitely know that he’s a criminal with a 
police record. Only a mild, milk and, watery record, true. 
But he may have been lucky. We don’t know what crimes 
he may have pulled on the other side. Anyhow, it was 
nearly ten years before he came back to England. He 
came back because he thought he was safe—because he 
was in such a different racket, and because he had so 
completely changed his appearance, that he had no fear of 
being recognised by the police. A man who lets his hair 
grow into an imitation feather duster, and wears an impe- 
rial on his chin and a monocle in his eye, is either a pro- 
fessional illusionist, the leader of a new religious cult, or a 
quack doctor. And a man like that is frightfully careless 
when he lets his picture get into the papers.” 

““Why ? Such men scream for publicity. It’s meat and 
drink to them.” 

“ True, old thing. Perhaps I said it the wrong way. 
Such a man, knowing that his picture has been in the 
papers, is asking for bags of trouble when he starts play- 
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ing burglar,’ murmured Norman thoughtfully. “ Our 
Mr. Gunter thought he had concealed his hair beneath 
that wide-brimmed hat—and his imperial beneath the 
scarf. But look at this snapshot. The scarf slipped when 
he gave a jump of surprise, and his hat tilted a bit. And 
look at that dark rim under his right eye.” 

“‘T wondered where the monocle came in,’ nodded 
Joy. 

Noanae Conquest went to a bureau and turned over 
some old illustrated weeklies. After about five minutes he 
found the one he sought and brought it across to Joy. It 
was a full-page photograph of a fine-looking, professor- 
like man with venerable white hair and a ribbon of some 
high order across his chest. There was a monocle in his 
eye, and he seemed to look upon the world with a kindly 
and dignified condescension. 

“Dr. Alexis Zinkola,” stated the caption beneath the 
photograph, “‘ who has just opened the marvellous new 
Health Rejuvenation Hostel in Gloucestershire. Health 
Heights, the wonder sunshine home, is fully illustrated 
on another page.” 

“Well, well!’ said Joy interestedly. ‘‘ When do we 
start improving our health ? ” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
TWO OF A KIND 


MIDNIGHT had come and gone by the time Dr. Zinkola, 
alias Sam Gunter, reached Health Heights. He was grim, 
and he was scared, and he was furious. 

“What is wrong, Dr. Zinkola ? ” asked Louane, as she 
glided forward on his entry to help her lord and master 
off with his overcoat and hat. ‘‘ You do not seem 
pleased.” : 

Dr. Zinkola was tired and cold and thirsty. He strode 
sar the ornate sun-room and poured himself a stiff high- 


“I’m a fool, Louane,” he said, with unusual candour. 
“ A fool to jump to hasty conclusions—and a bigger fool 
to enter Conquest’s box of tricks which he calls home! 
By God ! It’s a lucky thing I got away !”’ 

He had been wondering during every mile of his drive 
from London just how he had got away. 

“It’s even luckier that Conquest never had a chance 
of questioning me, and getting to know my Zinkola 
label,” he continued, as the warming effect of the spirit 
began to course through his veins. “I tell you, 
Louane, I was a fool to go within a hundred miles of 
Conquest’s place! After all I’ve heard about the infernal 
rat, too!” 

The dark-eyed girl was bewildered. 

“ But Conquest is here ! ”’ she protested. 

“ That’s what I thought, ”’ growled Zinkola. ‘‘ He’s not 
Conquest. This fellow is somebody else—and the chances 
are he’s one of Conquest’s enemies. It doesn’t matter, any- 
way. He’s getting out—to-night.”’ 

Louane looked at Dr. Zinkola with sudden fear. 

“There is trouble—yes ? ”’ she asked softly. 
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‘No, there’s no trouble, Louane—but there will be 
unless I get rid of the man to-night,” answered Dr. 
Zinkola. ‘“ You’d better come and help me. We’ll dump 
him in the car, and I’ll leave him in a wood a hundred 
miles away. Yes, and he can keep Conquest’s keys and 
empty wallet. Let somebody else find him! It’s a 
damned good thing that you and I are the only ones who 
know he’s been here!” 

An expression of surprise and pain came into the girl’s 
lovely face as the meaning of Dr. Zinkola’s words sank 
home. 

“You will take him from his bed, and leave him in a 
cold wood ? ” she asked, looking at him with her big eye 
wide open. “ But it is a rainy night, Dr. Zinkola. . . .” 

“Hell! Why should I worry!” broke in the other 
harshly. ‘I can’t wait until the sap wakes up, can I? 
Sometimes, Louane, you’re just plain dumb! ”’ 

He strode out of the room and went to the special 
private ward in which Piggott had been placed. All that 
day Louane had been looking after the stranger, and not 
another soul in the Health Home had had any inkling of 
his presence. 

Dr. Zinkola had had several shocks to this system in the 
earlier part of the night, and he was hardly prepared for 
another one now. But he got it. He entered the ward to 
find his patient half-sitting up in bed and fully conscious. 
Piggott’s eyes, except for dark hollows beneath them, and 
a certain feverishness in their depths, were normal. His 
hands, with the wrists heavily bandaged, were lying on 
the quilt. Dr. Zinkola had spent three solid hours remov- 
ing the handcufis—in the early hours of the previous 
morning. 

He checked, muttering an inward curse. This was just 
swell! Two thousand pounds gone west! The fellow 
would naturally ask for his money. . . . 

“So I got here, did 1?” said Piggott in a weak but 
rational voice. ‘‘ I remember seeing the golden glow in the 
darkness, but I’ve no recollections of your finding me and 
taking me in. Nice of you, Gunter, to look after me.” 
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Dr. Zinkola took two ferocious strides to the bed. 

“Gunter! ’’ he snarled, his senses reeling from this 
additional blow. ‘“‘ Why do you say that ?”’ 

“It’s your name, isn’t it ? ” 

*“ My name is Dr. Alexis Zinkola ! ” 

“Tt wasn’t always Dr. Alexis Zinkola,” said Humphrey 
Piggott, his voice cold and calm. ‘‘ What are you trying 
to pull, Gunter ? ” 

“Who the heck are you ?”’ demanded the distraught 
health specialist. ‘“‘ I’ve never met you before ! ”’ 

“TI don’t think you have,” agreed the other. ‘‘ And I’ve 
never met you. But I was in Montevideo four years ago 
when you were kicked out of the place for running a fake 
clinic. The Uruguayan newspapers printed your picture, 
Gunter, and revealed your real name and your record. 
Very useful things, newspapers. Your hair wasn’t so 
long then, nor so white, and you hadn’t grown your 
impressive little imperial.” 

Dr. Zinkola clenched his hands fiercely. 

“All right!” he panted. ‘‘ You’ve got me. But this 
doesn’t explain the extraordinary coincidence of your 
staggering to this one house, of all the thousands of 
houses in England! ” 

Piggott smiled twistedly. 

“No coincidence, my friend,’ he said, his voice hard 
and gritty. ‘I took three days on the journey—three 
days and nights of hell, dragging myself across two 
counties to get here! Skulking and hiding by day, 
crawling along hedgerows by night, exhausted through 
loss of blood, hungry, starving, hampered and tortured by 
those cursed handcuffs. . . .”” He paused, for the effort 
had taxed his strength. ‘‘ Thanks for removing them, 
Gunter.” 

‘“ But I still don’t understand,” said the other, his mind 
in a whirl. ‘‘ And for God’s sake don’t call me Gunter ! 
I haven’t used that name for years. I’m Dr. Zinkola! 
Understand ? ” : 

“ All right, if it is going to please you—Dr. Zinkola. 
I set out from the Brecknock mountains to walk to 
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Health Heights. I was wounded, bleeding, desperate— 
and I came to this place because I knew its owner was a 
crook and might help me.” 

Dr. Zinkola’s face darkened. 

‘‘ T like your nerve ! ”’ he said fiercely. “ Health Heights 
is an honest-to-goodness proposition . 

‘You mean you’re running it lawfully ? As long as the 
suckers will pay fantastic prices for a lot of show and fake 
treatment you're in the clear, eh ? Well, we won't go into 
that now. My name is Humphrey Piggott.” 

“What of it ?” 

“I’m wanted by the police—for kidnapping and 
murder.” — 

“ Good God!” 

“Don’t you get any newspapers in this place ? ” 

“No newspaper has mentioned the name of Humphrey 
Piggott, and I’ve seen no report of any kidnapping case or 
murder,” replied Dr. Zinkola sharply. ‘“‘ You’ve been 
dreaming, man! You’re suffering from delusions.” 

“Were my handcuffs a delusion ? ” 

Dr. Zinkola had no answer to that. He examined the 
patient more closely. Piggott had made a remarkable 
recovery—proof of his leathery constitution. True, Dr. 
Zinkola and Louane had bathed him, dressed his wounds, 
and had given him nourishment. But only a man of iron 
strength could have shown such quick results. 

“T’m glad there have been no reports in the news- 
papers,’ continued Piggott. ‘“‘ The police have kept 
them out. So much the better. They probably think 
I’m dead.” 

‘But you’re not dead, and you’re in my house,” said 
Dr. Zinkola tensely. ‘‘ You can’t expect me to keep you 
here! A man wanted for murder! If the police start 
questioning my integrity .. .” 

“You can’t keep me here, eh?” interrupted Hum- 
phrey Piggott. ‘No? Not when I tell you it’s worth a 
hundred thousand pounds to you ? ” 

“What ! ” 


“More delusions, eh ? ”’ mocked Piggott. “Oh, no, my 
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friend! I know just what I’m saying. Help me in the 
way I want you to—and I struggled to your house 
because I believed you would help me—and I'll give you 
a fortune!” 

There was such intensity in Piggott’s voice, such a glow 
of hatred and determination in his eyes, that Dr. Zinkola 
sat down on the bed with a feeling of sudden weakness. 

“Go on!” he jerked. 

“ Although I’ve spent most of my life in South America, 
I’m a native of Brecknockshire,” said Piggott, laying back 
on his pillows. “ My home is in a little hollow of the hills 
called Llandrood. My family has lived there for genera- 
tions. I found a seam of pitchblende, Dr. Zinkola. Does 
that mean anything to you?” 

“ Radium ? ” suggested the other, in a whisper. 

“ Radium !’”’ nodded Piggott. ‘“‘ Unfortunately, this 
priceless ore was on the other side of the Llandrood 
mountain, on the property of a man named Griffith. No 
need to tell you how I operated the mine in secret—how 
I obtained my labour—how I secretly processed the ore. 
Everything went fine until a young devil named Conquest 
turned up——”’ 

““ Conquest ! ” almost squeaked Dr. Zinkola. 

“ You've heard of him, eh ? ”’ 

“Heard of ...!” Dr. Zinkola nearly choked, and 
then managed to recover himself. ‘‘ Skip it!” he said 
hoarsely. “‘ Spill the rest of this yarn ! ” 

“Conquest turned up,” said Humphrey Piggott, his 
voice flat, his eyes as cold as a snake’s. ‘‘ He tricked me ; 
he informed Scotland Yard, and he caused the arrest of 
all my men. But I got away, Gunter! I should have got 
away with radium worth half a million if Conquest’s 
damned girl friend hadn’t intervened at the last moment. 
Curse them both! But I fooled them in the end.” 

ae How ? ? 

“There was a car crash . .~ more dead than alive ] 
plunged into the lake . . . it was the cold water which 
saved me.” Piggott spoke deliberately. “ Don’t forget 
I was handcuffed, battered and lacerated and bruised in 
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the crash. But I crawled into some bushes, and all 
through the night I kept moving ... I got away... 
I got here!” 

“You deliberately set out to get here ? ” 

‘“Haven’t I said so?” replied Humphrey Piggott. 
“ Listen, Gunter, or Dr. Zinkola! That radium is mine. 
An ounce of it worth half a million! It will have been 
handed to Griffith by now, and with your help I can get 
| ate 

Dr. Zinkola was looking utterly startled. 

“ But listen, Piggott! You don’t understand. .. .” 

“T understand that this clinic of yours—this Health 
Home, or whatever you call it—professes to give radio- 
active baths! First you will write to Griffith, then you 
will go and see him. He will show you this radium, and 


“ And I can lift it ?”’ interrupted Dr. Zinkola mock- 
ingly. ‘“‘ You’ve been asleep too long, Piggott.” 

“Thinking of Conquest, eh?” Piggott was quite 
calm. ‘‘ But Conquest is dead. Before I left Llandrood I 
buried him alive in the mountain ! ”’ 

“Oh, yes?” snapped Dr. Zinkola. “ You’ve got a 
couple of big shocks coming to you, Piggott. Wait here!” 

He hurried out of the private ward, and found Louane 
just outside the door, waiting with that patience and 
faithfulness which was characteristic of her. 

“ Get me two drinks, kid,” said the man swiftly. ‘‘ And 
yesterday’s morning paper. You'll find it in the rack.” 

He made Humphrey Piggott drain his glass before 
showing him the newspaper, as he rightly felt that the 
patient needed a little extra strength. Piggott went stiff 
as his eyes caught sight of the headline which Dr. Zinkola 
pointed out : 


““ WELSH LANDOWNER PRESENTS NEW INNER CENTRAL 
HOSPITAL WITH RADIUM WORTH HALF A MILLION !”’ 


“ There’s’ your radium, Piggott!” said Dr. Zinkola 
harshly. ‘‘ Beyond your reach—beyond mine! I was 
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inclined to doubt your story at first—but this clinches it. 
The radium is already in that London hospital.” 

“‘ But a hospital is not a bank, my friend! ” 

“What! You’re not suggesting ? | 

““ Why not 2?” Piggott spoke feverishly now. “ Isn’t it 
a prize worth lifting ? It might be easier to get it from the 
hospital that from Caerlyn Manor! There will be no 
special guards, and radium is kept in a special safe—but 
not particularly difficult to open. And I have my markets 
all ready, my friend. Do you understand that?” He 
reached out a bandaged hand and gripped Dr. Zinkola’s 
arm. “‘ The most important point of all! For years I 
have been preparing my markets for the radium ; I have 
contacts in every big city in Europe and South America. 
I can sell a gram here and a gram there, and no questions 
will be asked. Without that prepared market, Gunter, 
there would be no hope of disposing of the radium.”’ 

“ There’s still no hope,” said Dr. Zinkola flatly. ‘‘ Any- 
way, you're not getting my help. I’m not inviting Norman 
Conquest to pay me a visit!” 

““ But Conquest is dead, I tell you.” 

“ Like hell, he’s dead!’ snapped Dr. Zinkola. ‘‘ Why, 
you fool, I thought you were Conquest when I found his 
keys on you, and I went to his London flat... .” He 
paused, sweating. ‘‘ He was there! I only just managed 
to escape, and he didn’t recognise me.” 

Humphrey Piggott was sweating now. He hoarsely 
asked for more details—and got them. He got so many 
details that he no longer had any doubt that the slippery 
Trouble Hunter had again escaped his trap. Stark panic 
began to reveal itself in his burning eyes. 

“So you think Conquest didn’t recognise you, 
Gunter ?” he said shrilly. ‘“‘ You were face to face with 
him in his own flat, and you think you got away from 
him ? You poor fool! You’ve ruined everything ! Before 
we know where we are the young devil will be at Health 
Heights ! ” 

A soft, lilting chuckle echoed through the room. 

‘‘ How right you are, Early Corrosion ! ” said a mocking 
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voice. “ The young devil in question is right on the 
spot, complete with his three-pronged fork!” 

Humphrey Piggott sat as rigid as a corpse, and Dr. 
Alexis Zinkola spun round, his face parchment white. 
Norman Conquest was leaning languidly against the door- 
post, a cigarette tilting from a corner of his mouth, his 
hat at a rakish angle, and a gun waving gently in his 
supple hand. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
THE STRONG-ARM GIRL 


“You can relax, customers,” drawled Norman Conquest, 
as he slid into the room and closed the door. ‘I think 
we'll have your gun, if you don’t mind, Mr. Gunter. You 
can toss it into that chair in the corner.” 

Dr. Zinkola was so startled to learn by these words that 
Norman Conquest knew his real identity that he took his 
automatic out almost mechanically and obeyed the rest of 
the instructions. | 

“ That’s fine,” said the Gay Desperado. “‘ As long as 
the pea-shooter is well out of Piggott’s reach, we can 
conduct this chat quite peacefully. I shouldn’t advise 
you to try any shouting, or sidling for bell-pushes, because 
I’ve got my back to the door, and the door’s locked. 
Further, I’ve got an idea that shouting wouldn’t do much 
good. In Llandrood Valley there were strong-arm men 
to every square yard, but I believe Health Heights to be a 
moderately respectable establishment.”’ 

““What have you come here for, Conquest ? ’’ panted 
Dr. Zinkola, his voice hoarse and strained. ‘‘ You’re right 
about Health Heights being respectable ; the only people 
I could call are the nurses and the domestic staff—and 
most of them have been asleep for hours. For God’s sake 
keep this thing quiet, Conquest. I haven’t many patients, 
but they’re all genuine—and rich.” 

“ And also a bit soft in the head ? ’”’ murmured Norman 
nodding. ‘‘ If they weren’t soft in the head they wouldn’t 
fall for your rejuvenation bunk. But there’s one patient 
who isn’t soft in the head, and he’s the only one I’m 
interested in.”” He waved his gun at Humphrey Piggott. 
“ Feeling well enough to take a ride, Pig’s Eyes ? ”’ 

““ A—ride ? ’’ jittered the patient. 

“There’s an appointment you’ve overlooked,” ex- 
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plained Norman Conquest, his voice growing hard. 
“Perhaps you're wondering how I dropped in? Call it a 
returned compliment. Mr. Gunter pays a surprise visit to 
‘Underneath the Arches,’ and I jog along to Health 
Heights to even things up.” 

‘Does everybody in England know my real name ? ”’ 
said Dr. Zinkola bitterly. “‘ I thought I had covered up 
quite effectiyely. .. .” 

‘Scotland Yard was obliging enough to supply me 
with the dope,” explained Norman leisurely. “‘ But you 
needn’t joggle like something in aspic, brother; I didn’t 
give you away. Asa matter of fact, you can hoodwink as 
many people as you like with your fake cures and I don’t 
give a hoot. I never did have much sympathy for suckers 
of that type, and you’re welcome to their cash—or as 
much of it as you can get your hooks into.” 

Norman lit another cigarette and inhaled deeply. All 
this was easier than he had expected. His forced entry into 
Health Heights had been accomplished with almost 
ridiculous ease ; and within a minute of entering he had 
heard excitedly raised voices from the Sunshine Room. 
If the two men had shouted directions they could not 
have aided the intruder more. 

But Norman Conquest knew nothing about the slim and 
sinuous form which crouched on the other side of the 
locked door. .. . 

‘“ How about a little action, Pig’s Eyes ? ” he suggested. 
“You’re not bludgeoned because I made two and two 
into four, are you ? Our impressive-looking host here got 
into my flat by using my own keys—and not waving a 
wand as you might suppose. I knew that you had 
pinched my keys and other belongings just before you 
cast me into the cruel waters of your private Yat. All so 
simple. Since Dr. Zinkola had possession of my keys, it 
stood to reason that Dr. Zinkola had possession of you. 
I came along to find out whether you were warm or cold. 
You appear to be about tepid.” 

This was a mere pleasantry, for Humphrey Piggott had 
all the appearance of a man whose interior was at 
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boiling point. His baleful eyes never left Norman’s 
mocking face. 

“It’s just as well I came along,” contined the drawling 
voice of the Gay Desperado. ‘‘ A few knotty points are 
being cleared up. So this is why the police, in dragging 
the Yat, never found you! You must have had a hell of 
a time getting to this place, wounded and handcuffed and 
half-starved. And when you got here you collapsed. I 
get it! You passed out on Zinkola’s doorstep, and 
Zinkola, finding my wallet on you, mistook you for me! 
Right ? ” 

He shot the word at Dr. Zinkola. 

YE vee wen... You see...” 

“All right, brother—don’t strain your brain by trying 
to think up some lies,” said Norman leisurely. “‘ Your 
reactions at my flat gave me the complete low-down. 
But I’m not interested in you at all. I’m here to collect 
your patient. I’ve got a car outside, Piggott, and you’re 
coming with me.”’ 

Outside the door, Louane stiffened. A car! Outside! 
She only vaguely understood what was going on inside 
the room, but she instinctively knew that the cool-voiced 
visitor was an enemy. If an enemy of Piggott, then an 
enemy of her master ! 

And even a girl without the smallest knowledge of 
mechanics can so easily disable a car! All you need is a 
sledge-hammer, or a meat-chopper, or a tidy-sized hunk 
of timber. . . . Louane glided away from the door with 
her mind full of destructive thoughts. Her concern, how- 
ever, was for Dr. Alexis Zinkola, and not for Mr. Hum- 
phrey Piggott. 

“It’s a fad of mine to finish a job neatly, and you 
appear to have forgotten your appointment with the 
executioner, Pig’s Eyes,” continued Norman. “I’m not 
a detective, and my opinion of the law is probably as 
twisted as yours—but when a slimy reptilian killer of 
your type looks like cheating the gallows, I consider it my 
duty to step in and do my good deed. Buck up and get 
some clothes on.”’ 
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“You can’t do this, Conquest,” panted Piggott, 
trembling. “I’m a sick man! Until this evening | was 
lying unconscious, and in delirium. Ask Gunter!” 

“No need. I believe you. But you’re coming with me 
just the same.”’ 

‘* The journey will kill me. . . .” 

““So what ? Trials are expensive, anyway.” 

“Really, Mr. Conquest, as a medical man I must 
protest.” Dr. Zinkola spoke hesitantly. “‘ Piggott is in 
bad shape. . . .” 

“You're telling me?” interrupted Norman. “ His 
shape, for that matter, has always given me a pain 
between the eyes. Take my advice, comrade, and kee 
your nose clean. My interest in you is nil. This Heal 

ome may or may not be on the level, but it’s better than 
your earlier con stuff—and it’s none of my business, 
anyway.” 

Dr. Zinkola was a badly frightened man. He believed 
what Norman said ; but at the back of his mind there was 
the gnawing fear that Scotland Yard would get the low- 
down on his present racket. The result, even if he 
escaped prison, would certainly mean deportation. And 
the one-time confidence man had sunk every penny of his 
capital in the venture. 

Outside, in the chill autumn night, Louane was giving 
a good impersonation of a passing shadow. Some way 
from the house in the park-like grounds stood a powerful 
car. It carried no lights, and it was headed towards the 
exit gates, ready for a quick getaway. Louane approached 
soundlessly, her small right hand grasping the necessary 
hunk of timber. In other words, a high-polished exercis- 
ing club, borrowed from the Home’s gymnasium. Louane 
had a shrewd idea that the business end of the club, suit- 
ably applied to the car’s engine, would do the latter a bit 
of no good. Crude, you say? Yes, but don’t forget that 
Louane’s knowledge of mechanics was sketchy at the 
best. Have a go at bashing your own coil ignition and 
carburettor with an exercising club, and see if you can 
drive the car afterwards ! 
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Not that this lithe, strong-arm girl from Hilo, where 
girls are only supposed to be glamorous, ever got to the 
point of attacking the Lagonda’s beautiful engine. She 
was still some little way from the car when she crouched to 
a halt, her sensitive nostrils twitching. There was a 
fragrance on the night air which should not have been © 
present. 

Cigarette smoke ! 

She had caught the faintest whiff of it, and as she 
moved forward again, now more cautious than ever she 
saw a faint spot of glowing red in the car. 

So there was somebody else! In all probability, a 

liceman ! This disturbing discovery in no way affected 

e’s determination. All it did was to cause her to 
change her plan. If an exercising club can make mush of a 
car engine, what can it not do to an unsuspecting police- 
man’s head ? Policeman first—engine afterwards. Easy. 

There was one hitch. The person sitting in the front 
seat of the car was much smaller than a policeman—and 
about ten times as alert. Consequently, when the club 
swished viciously out of the darkness, Joy Everard just 
managed to jerk her head aside. The blow, which would 
undoubtedly have cracked her skull, was only a glancing 
one. Severe enough to knock her unconscious and 
slumping in the seat—but not fatal, as it might well have 


“Ohhhh!” breathed Louane, in surprise and con- 
sternation. 

A girl! A girl even smaller than herself, and so different 
from the big policeman Louane had imagined that the 
discovery came as a real shock. In the next instant her 
active brain switched straight through to top gear, and she 
completely forgot the main item on the programme. Dis- 
abling the car could wait ; indeed, it became a matter of 
minor importance. 

Louane’s eyes were fixed fascinatedly on the uncon- 
scious girl’s distinctive check coat and matched hat. She 
was thinking of the intruder in the end ward of the Sun- 
shine Wing—that intruder with a gun who menaced her 
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master! An idea, a sweetly simple idea, was born in 
Louane’s mind in that second. And because of its sim- 
plicity—deadly. 

With deft fingers she unbuttoned Joy’s coat and rolled | 
the unconscious girl over. In a matter of moments the coat 
was enclosing her own slim form. Then she donned the 
check hat. It took her less than two minutes to bind 
Joy’s wrists behind her back, using her own silk sash 
for this purpose. She secured Joy’s ankles with Joy’s | 
scarf. 

Then, running lightly, her eyes glowing with purpose, 
she went back to Health Heights. Reaching the terrace, 
she glided soundlessly to the end window of the Sunshine 
Wing. She could faintly hear men’s voices. ... The 
window, like all the other windows in this ultra-modern 
edifice, were curtainless, and the glass was semi-opaque. 
Very expensive and wonderful glass, for by day it 
admitted the sun’s ultra-violet rays, and by night it 
provided complete privacy for the room’s, occupants. 
Impossible to see through ; but Louane knew that any 
object, pressed against the glass, was faintly visible on the 
other side. 

She promptly pressed herself against the window, 
tapping urgently as she did so. 

Within the room, Norman Conquest and Dr. Zinkola 
and Humphrey Piggott stared round, for the interruption 
was as dramatic as it was unexpected. Piggott, in fact, 
was on the very point of getting out of the bed, prepara- 
tory to his undesired ride to Scotland Yard. 

“Take it easy, folks,” murmured Norman, after the 
first swift glance. ‘‘ It’s only Pixie.” 

The very blunder upon which Louane had counted! 
Norman saw the familiar check pattern of Joy’s travelling 
coat through the semi-opaque glass. As he moved with 
lithe steps towards the french window his wits were razor- 
edged—but it was impossible that he should have any 
warning of danger. He had left Joy in the car, and the 
girl would never have interrupted like this unless the need 
was urgent. 
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There was nothing to warn Norman Conquest that the 
girl out in the night was not Joy! As cunning and 
perfect a trap as human mind ever devised! For the 
Desperado opened the window with Mis back to it, the 
necessity of keeping his gun on both men being of first 
importance. He suspected no danger from the rear. 

And that was just where the danger was waiting—in the 
shape of a tightly-clenched exercise club. 

Norman Conquest opened the window, his hand behind 
his back. 

““What’s the trouble, Pixie ? ” he asked smoothly. 

Swish—wham |! 

Any verbal answer on Louane’s part was unnecessary. 
Norman found the trouble in plenty. The club bopped 
him on the head with such vicious force that he gave an 
exact imitation of an accordion and folded right up. 
Without a sound or a groan his knees gave way under him, 
and he sank in a limp heap to the floor, his gun falling 
from his nerveless fingers and slithering across the polished 
floor-covering. 


Louane, the littie Hawaiian girl, hadn’t the faintest. © 


idea what it was all about, but she could certainly do her 
stuff | 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
A FISTFUL OF DYNAMITE 


Dr. ZINKOLA’S jaw was shapely and impressive, but it 
did not show to advantage when sagging as though it had 
become unhitched under his ears. He was staring at the 
figure of Louane, framed in the open french window. 

‘“T think I have hurt him, Dr. Zinkola,” said the girl 
simply. 

It was a modest statement. Her arm was tingling from 
the wrist to the shoulder blade from the effects of the 
impact. Her eyes sparkled as she proudly inspected the 
club. 

“Louane! What the hell . . .! Good God, girl, you 
don’t realise what you’ve done! ” . 

“Oh, yes,” said Louane calmly. “‘ I have knocked him 
cold.’’ She smiled. ‘ There is a girl out in the car. I 
knocked her cold, too.” 

Humphrey Piggott, sitting up in bed and twisting round, 
uttered a sharp curse. 

“Don’t stand there like a stuck wart-hog, Zinkola,” 
he snapped. ‘‘ Get Conquest’s gun. Make sure he’s 
unconscious. Then go out and get the girl.” 

“Girl?” repeated Dr. Zinkola dazedly. 

“ Joy Everard. Didn’t you hear what this child said ? ” 
Piggott was fairly panting with triumph. ‘‘ Get her in here 
as quickly as you can. But first of all make sure of 
Conquest.” 

Dr. Zinkola picked up Norman’s gun, then made a 
swift examination of Norman’s head. There was no 
vereh bait but a large and ugly lump was manifesting 
itself. 

‘Here, Piggott—take the gun,” said the startled 
health specialist. ‘‘ Louane, stand over this man with 


your club. If he shows any sign of movement . . .” 
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“ Hit him again,” said the dark-eyed siren, with a 
flash of her white teeth. “‘ Yes, Dr. Zinkola.”’ 

He hurried out into the darkness and Humphrey 
Piggott uttered a low chuckle of cruel satisfaction. 

Norman Conquest and Joy Everard! 

Ironic that those two invincible go-getters should have 
been laid low by an unarmed child of the tropics who 
hadn’t the faintest idea of her opponents’ identity! Per- 
haps that was why she had succeeded. A question of 
psychology. Having no fear of Norman Conquest, she 
had just crashed in. A month of Dr. Zinkola’s expensive 
treatment could not have restored Piggott half so well 
as the events of the last five minutes. 

Dr. Zinkola was soon back, carrying Joy in his arms. 
She was still unconscious. The walk through the chill 
night air, and the close contact with Joy’s limp, warm 
body, had cooled Dr. Zinkola’s fevered brain and brought 
him hard up against ugly realities. 

‘“ There’s a big Lagonda car outside,”’ he said breath- 
lessly, as he placed his burden in a chair. “ Shut that 
window, Louane.”’ He stroked his luxurious white hair 
and mopped his brow. “ This is a hell of a mess, Piggott ! ”’ 
he went on anxiously. ‘‘ What are we going to do now ?’” 

“ There’s plenty we can do.” 

“Listen, Piggott!” said Dr. Zinkola, striding up to 
the bed and gazing at his patient with fevered eyes. 
“Health Heights is a respectable establishment. Think 
what you like—say what you like—but my patients are 
thoroughly decent people—and so are the members of my 
staff. It’s all very well to do this sort of thing in the dead 
of night, when everybody’s asleep. But to-morrow 1s 
coming...” 

“ And panic won’t help,” cut in Piggott curtly. 

“Panic be damned!” snapped the other. “ Do you 
think I’m going to have my place littered with uncon- 
scious people ? I’ve had one sample of Conquest to-night, 
and I don’t want any more! I’m through with him! 
I’m going to take him and the girl in the car and drive 
them ...” 
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He broke off. Humphrey Piggott was obviously not 
listening. He was staring straight in front of him, his 
usually cold eyes as bright as two points of fire. 

“Wonderful,” he said softly. 

‘““What do you mean—wonderful ?”’ demanded Dr. 
Zinkola. “‘ What’s wonderful ? ”’ 

Piggott looked at him very calmly. 

‘“‘ There’s nothing to fear now, my good Gunter,” he 
murmured. ‘‘ We’ve got Conquest and his girl. If you 
knew how dangerous this young devil is you wouldn’t look 
so worried. The girl’s dangerous, too.” His eyes drifted 
towards the unconscious forms of his enemies. “ But 
they’re helpless, my friend. The game is—ours! ” 

“You talk like somebody out of an old Lyceum 
melodrama,” said Dr. Zinkola scathingly. ‘“ I know this 
much: I know that two people have been bludgeoned 
into unconsciousness on my premises, and when they 
wake up they’re going to tell the police. . . .” 

“Which only shows how little you know of Norman 
Conquest,” broke in Humphrey Piggott. ‘‘ Conquest 
won't go to the police. He wouldn’t go to the police even 
if we gave him his liberty. But we’re going to keep him 
here. The girl, too. This time there’s going to be no 
mistake.” 

“You're suggesting that I should permit you to keep 
these people in my home against their will ? ” asked Dr. 
Zinkola, sweating. ‘‘ You’re crazy! It’s a criminal 
OHENCES. “vy. 

“Conquest wrecked everything in Llandrood,” mut- 
tered Humphrey Piggott tensely. ‘‘ He’s going to pay— 
but not now. A quick death would be too merciful. Do 
you think he’d keep your secret, Gunter, if you let him go 
free ? He knows your true identity, he knows that this 
grand-looking Health Home is a fake, and you would 
never know a minute’s peace.” 

“ My God, that’s true,” said Dr. Zinkola huskily. “‘ But 
the alternative ? What’sthe .. .” 

“The alternative,” said Piggott, “is obvious. Con- 
quest and the Everard girl came here alone. They always 
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work alone. Thanks to your useful little assistant, whose 
coolness | cannot praise too highly, they are both helpless. 
A perfect situation, Gunter ! You don’t know how perfect ! 
I’m going to kill Conquest in my own way—in my own 
time. This damnable young upstart has wrecked the 
organisation [ built up in Llandrood ; he has robbed me of 
everything ; ruined and hunted, I’m a man wanted by 
the police for murder. If Conquest lives—if we allow him 
to get away—you'll be involved, too.” Piggott’s eyes 
blazed. ‘‘ But he and the girl are the only two outsiders who 
know that I’m still alive! You kept me hidden for your 
own ends, Gunter, and it’s just as well you did so. I 
suppose this Louane of yours 1s to be trusted ? ” 

“ She'll say only what I'll tell her to say,” replied Dr. 
Zinkola. “ But listen, Piggott! I’ve been crooked most 
of my life. Not viciously crooked ; I’ve always managed 
to keep my hands fairly clean. And I’ve never been a 
killer. What you’re hinting at scares me. Don’t you realise 
that these two people will soon recover ? What then?” 

“ You’re a doctor, and you ask me what then!” said 
Piggott mockingly. ‘“‘ Can’t you give them shots of some 
stupefying drug? Keep them doped until I’m ready to 
kill them! Conquest is only dangerous while he’s con- 
scious.” 

“Tf you mean to kill them, why wait?” asked the 
other hoarsely. ‘‘ I’m in this thing up to my neck, and I 
realise that Conquest is dangerous. But if there’s any 
killing to be done, Piggott, you’ll do it! Killing the girl 
will be a hell of an ugly business, in any case.”’ 

The man was torn between his panic and his horror of 
violent crime. Humphrey Piggott’s snake-like calmness 
nearly drove him frantic. 

‘‘ Why wait ?” he repeated tensely. “‘ Are you a fool ? 
You’re still talking like a master-crook in a thriller! 
Keep your victims, and give them a chance to escape ! 
That’s how these thriller writers keep their heroes alive 
for the next story! A clever crook in real life gets rid of 
his victims immediately'} “Dead »men can’t play funny 
tricks, Piggott ! ”’ Ba we 
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Humphrey Piggott nodded. 

‘True, my friend,” he said smoothly. “ Very true. I 
appreciate your shrewd logic. Indeed, I have already had 
one sample of Conquest’s eel-like capacity for slithering 
out of adeath-trap. Even to this minute I don’t know how 
he escaped with his life from Piggott’s Yat. ... But 
that’s neither here nor there. The present situation is 
the exception that proves the rule. Killing Conquest to- 
night would be a mistake. My first task must be to regain 
possession of my radium. A fortune, Gunter! Half a 
million! A fortune for you, and a fortune for me. Once 
we have secured it, then we shall kill Norman Conquest.” 
His breathing became forced. “‘And we'll kill him 
fittingly,’ he added, his voice rising and crackling with 
the intensity of his hatred. “‘Oh, yes! I have it all 
planned! We'll kill him fittingly, Gunter.” 

“And meanwhile I drug him and the girl, and keep 
them in one of my wards?” said Dr. Zinkola thickly. 
“You're crazy! My staff isn’t large, but any one of them 
might discover something. At all ordinary times this 
house is as open and free as the four winds. Any secretive 
locking of doors and hiding of supposed patients would 
create suspicion.” 

“Is there no other place where you could keep the 
prisoners ?”’ asked Piggott coolly. ‘‘ Some outbuilding 
in yeu grounds ? Some disused stable, or empty cot- 
tage ?”’ 

Dr. Zinkola thought for some moments, and a new 
light suddenly leaped into his eyes. 

‘“ There’s the old abandoned brick kiln. . . .” 

“Splendid ! An abandoned brick kiln ? Go on!” 

“ It’s over by Witton Wood,” said Dr. Zinkola. “‘ Just 
on the edge of my property. There’s a deep clay pit near- 
by. They used to make bricks in the old days. . . . The 
kiln hasn’t been used for years. I had a look into it once. 
The furnace door is very solid, and there’s only the chim- 
ney outlet at the top of the cone . . . But listen, Pig- 
gott ! Even supposing these two will be safe in there, 
you're still holding a handful of dynamite ! ” 
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“ A handful of dynamite,” Humphrey Piggott repeated 
amusedly. “‘ Ordinarily, a very apt term for Conquest ! 
But to-night it doesn’t apply. Get your dope, Gunter, and 
get your hypodermic syringe! We’re wasting time.” 

“ But we ought to think carefully. .. .” 

“Tm doing the thinking, and I’ve already thought 
plenty,” interrupted Humphrey . Piggott. ‘‘ Within 
twenty-four hours the radium will be mine. ... Yes, 
I’ve got everything lined up, my friend! You and I, 
alone, can do the job—and we'll see to it that Conquest gets 
the blame!” ~- 

“You and I—alone ? ” 

“Quite easily,” said Piggott smoothly. “‘ Very con- 
siderate of Conquest to bring his car here! We shall need 
a car, and, yes ’’—he sized up Dr. Zinkola with a quick 
glance—‘‘ you’re just about the right height and build. 
Splendid! I think we’re going to have a very amusing 
time, Gunter.” 

Dr. Zinkola looked about as amused as a man who has 
just broken a leg. But, for all his imposing appearance, 
his aura of majestic importance, he was like wax in 
Humphrey Piggott’s hands. For Dr. Alexis Zinkola was 
just a theatrical fake ; Sam Gunter, the real man, was 
ready to do as he was told. 

He had a fair knowledge of medicine and drugs and 
injecting a shot of dope into Norman Conquest was a 
simple matter. Joy came in for the same treatment. 
But Dr. Zinkola’s hand was shaking when he returned the 
hypodermic needle to its case. 

“There won’t be a squeak out of either of them for 
twenty-four hours,” he muttered. 

“What have you used ? ” 

“‘A mixture—morphia, mostly. Don’t worry—they 
won’t come out of it ina vied Better take them to the 
kiln right away, hadn’t we ? Louane, you'll have to help 
me.” 


“ Yes, Dr. Zinkola.” 
Louane’s eyes were big and wondering, and she had the 
air of a girl who has done well by her boss. Bopping 


214 LEAVE-iIT TO CONQUEST 


people over the head and carrying them out and hiding 
them in abandoned brick kilns came as smoothly to her 
as riding a surf board. 

‘“Send her out of here, Gunter, and get me some 
clothes,” said Piggott curtly. ‘‘ While I’m dressing you 
can drive Conquest’s car into your garage. Lock it up so 
that nobody else can see it.”’ 

“Man alive, you can’t get up yet,” protested Dr. 
Zinkola. ‘‘ You’re not fit . . .” 

Humphrey Piggott waved an impatient hand and Dr. 
Zinkola said no more. He fetched the necessary clothes. 

“ Better not take the Lagonda into your garage,”’ said 
Piggott. ‘‘ We shall need it during to-morrow, and it 
mustn’t be seen leaving these premises. Can’t you hide 
it in some thicket ? Never mind; I'll select the spot 
myself.” 

Fifteen minutes later Piggott was dressed ; and, indeed, 
all the fever had left his eyes, and the unhealthy pallor 
of his face was replaced by normal colour. His recovery 
was startling. Except for his bandaged head and hands 
he was the old self-possessed Master of Llandrood. His 
terrific strength of will and his iron constitution had 
conquered his physical injuries. The very considerable 
pain which throbbed through every inch of his frame was 
forgotten in his dynamic purpose. 

It was Dr. Zinkola and Louane who carried Norman 
Conquest across the dark, damp parkland. Piggott 
walked silently beside them. Before they were half-way 
to their destination Dr. Zinkola felt that a spot of his own 
advertised health treatment was clearly indicated. His 
physical condition, as head of a rejuvenation centre, was 
nothing to brag about. 

However, after one or two rests, they came to journey’s 
end, Piggott opened a ramshackle gate, and they passed 
into a weed-choked brickyard, where half-ruined sheds, 
some of them roofless, could be faintly seen in the dim 
starlight. Dwarfing these low buildings, however, was 
the cone-like edifice of the quaint old-fashioned brick kiln. 
It was a circular kiln, tapering up to a squat point. 
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“One of these sheds will do for the car,” murmured 
Humphrey Piggott. ‘‘ Nobody’s likely to come here, I 
suppose ? Children, for example ? ” 

‘Not at this time of the year,” panted Dr. Zinkola. 
“ The nearest cottage is a mile away, on the other side of 
the wood—and there aren’t any children there, in any 
case. 

Piggott was pleased when he saw the massive strength 
of the kiln door. It was a foot thick, and composed of 
solid bricks, like the kiln itself. Its rusty hinges and clasp 
were still in a fair state of repair. This door was an 
unusual feature, for most kilns are closed by the simple 
process of bricking them up. It was sagging half open, 
and Piggott had to use all his strength to open it wider. 
Crouching low, he entered the stuffy interior of the kiln, 
flashing an electric torchlight before him. 

“ Perfect,” he muttered grittily. ‘‘ Norman Conquest 
in full possession of his faculties could never get out of 
this prison! A doped Norman Conquest .. .” 

He shrugged eloquently. The light beam revealed only 
one source of ventilation, only one other exit—the 
chimney opening at the top of the kiln. It was high above, 
and the furnace walls sloped inwards, like the tapering 
neck of a bottle, and they were burned smooth. A young 
and active spider would have some difficulty in negotiat- 
ing such a climb. 

Norman Conquest was carried in and propped against 
one of the walls. Piggott remained on the spot while his 
new confederates returned to Health Heights for the 
second victim. Dr. Zinkola did a little cursing on the way. 
If he had thought of the old brickyard earlier as a hiding- 
place for the Lagonda, they could have conveyed Norman 
Conquest to his prison in comfort. Zinkola used the car 
for carrying Joy Everard. 

Easy enough to drive the car into a shed which was still 
comparatively whole, to lift Joy out and carry her into 
the kiln ; easy enough to close the ramshackle shed doors 
and pile a heap of mouldering hurdles against them. 

Humphrey Piggott himself placed all his weight against 
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the furnace door and closed it. The great rusty latch 
dropped into its place, and some old iron rods were used 
to jam the catch and prop against the door. 

“ There is much to be said in’ favour of honest, old- 
fashioned brick,” commented Piggott smoothly. “ This 
crude brick kiln, with its enormously thick walls, is an 
ideal prison. Its very crudity makes it impregnable. 
Norman Conquest has disappeared, complete with his 
girl and his car! When Louane hit them on their heads 
with sid club they looked upon the world for the last 
time ! 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
DAYLIGHT ROBBERY 


It was late afternoon of the following day when a powerful 
sports Lagonda car went gliding smoothly into the 
entrance courtyard of the Inner Central Hospital. At the 
wheel sat an immaculately-dressed tall man with a mass 
of wavy black hair and an imposing black beard. His 
impressive appearance was heightened by his wide- 
brimmed soft hat and his flowing cloak. Big smoked 
glasses covered his eyes. Such a man might have driven 
about Moscow without causing comment, but in London, 
on a dull and dreary afternoon, and seated behind the 
wheel of an open sports car, the gentleman created no 
little attention. 

But that was not all. The passenger was pretty 
spectacular, too, what could be seen of him. He was 
swathed in bandages to such an extent that he might 
well have been mistaken for first cousin of Tutankh- 
amen. And in the back of the car, rested, for all to see, a 
handsome wheel-chair. 

The Lagonda drew up in front of the hospital’s main 
entrance, and a uniformed door-keeper, after rocking 
slightly on his heels, hurried forward to open the car door. 
But the black-bearded driver imperiously waved him 
aside. 

“To the back, yes, you help me with the chair,”’ said 
Blackbeard, jumping springily out of the car. “ You 
touch my patient, not a finger, no. The straps like this 
unfasten. So! We lift together both. So!” 

The wheel-chair was deftly handled and the door- 
keeper blinked as Blackbeard bodily lifted the patient out 
of the car and tenderly deposited him in the chair. While 
doing so Blackbeard murmured soothing words in a 
language which may or may not have been Russian. It 
sounded good, anyway. 
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“So! We now inside go,” said Blackbeard, with a regal 
gesture. ‘‘ Fellow, you will announce me.” He struck his 
chest. “‘ You will announce Professor Feodor Strolokoff 
of Moscow! Go! Tell your Chief Physician that I, Pro- 
fessor Feodor Strolokoff, am here with my patient. By 
St. Peter, what a patient! Go, fellow, announce 
me!” 

‘Yessir!’ gasped the astonished doorkeeper. _ 

His precipitate aang A into the hospital lobby, with the 
news that a “scatty foreigner ’’ was just coming in, was 
exactly the atmosphere which Sam Gunter designed to 
create. Sam was a far better actor than crook, but he 
dare not allow his mind to dwell too much on the issues at 
stake, for on the face of it success was impossible. 

He concentrated all his abilities on the preliminaries. 
He was an irresistible force. Wheeling the patient before 
him, he stalked into the lobby and made his urgent 
demands. 

“To your Chief Physician take me,” he thundered, 
and brought everybody in the lobby to a standstill. 

Out-patients, visitors, one house surgeon, three students 
and a nurse stood staring at this impressive black- 
bearded man and his mummified-looking patient in the 
wheel-chair. The house surgeon, after a moment of 
indecision, strode forward to cope with the situation. 

“A hand you lay on my patient, and I strike you 
down !”’ said Professor Strolokoff threateningly. ‘‘ You 
are the Chief Physician, no? Yes? A boy! Pah! To 
your Chief Physician take me!” He flung his hands to 
the ceiling. “Am I here to wait while my patient dies ? 
Am I, Professor Feodor Strolokoff of Moscow, to permit 
inexperienced hands to touch my unique patient ? It is 
for this I come to your great English hospital ? ” 

The house surgegn, recovering from this blast, hastened 
to mollify the great visitor. 

“ There is no official in the hospital, sir, known as the 
Chief Physician,” he explained. ‘‘ Perhaps you have an 
appointment with Sir Graham Christie, the Superinten- 
dent ? If that’s the case x 
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Professor Strolokoff interrupted by a wild waving of 
his hands. 

“ Appointment ?” he cried. ‘‘ What is this appoint- 
ment? Me, you take, at once, to your Chief Physician ! 
So! My patient dies while appointments you talk’ of! 
Your Chief Physician, to him you take me! Now! 
Immediate ! ” 

With every second that passed he became more 
excited, and to add to the effect, the heavily-bandaged 
patient was beginning to make alarming noises, starting 
in wheezy bubblings and rising to pitiful moans. There 
_ only one thing to be done. The house surgeon 

it. 

As the most responsible person present at the moment, 
his one and only idea was to shift the responsibility of this 
volcanic visitor to somebody else’s shoulders. He was 
quite convinced that he was dealing with a lunatic, and 
who could handle lunatics better than Sir Graham 
Christie ? 

There were hurried orders, and swing doors were flung 
open; attendants gave Professor Strolokoff directions ; 
and Professor Strolokoff triumphantly thrust the wheel- 
chair before him. They were on their way to the Super- 
intendent’s private office, and all formalities were dis- 
pensed with. 

The house surgeon managed to get to Sir Graham first, 
and give him a word of warning. But before any active 
measures could be taken with the situation, the professor 
and his patient arrived. 

“So! Excellency! You are the Chief Physician, 
yes?” Sam Gunter strode forward and implanted two 
kisses on the startled Sir Graham’s cheeks. ‘‘ Good ! 
Splendid! To you, Excellency, and to you only, can I 
explain the unique symptoms of my patient.” He turned 
on the others who had entered the room, and made 
angry faces and shooing noises. “Go! Dismiss! Alone 
I must be with your Chief Physician ! ” 

He fairly hustled them out and closed the door. When 
he turned he found that Sir Graham Christie, very digni- 


220 LEAVE IT TO CONQUEST 


fied and stern, was eyeing him with undisguised dis- 
favour. i 

“T regret, sir, that your high-handed bearing does not 
impress me,” said the superintendent coldly. “It is not 
usual for people to come bursting into my room. . . .” 

“A thousand apologies, Excellency,” interrupted 
Professor Strolokoff, his voice dropping to an impressive 
whisper as he leaned over the desk. ‘‘ I plead excessive 
urgency as my excuse. My patient is dying, and you have 
radium, yes? Much radium? I have here a case which 
will prove unique in medical history. I, Professor Feodor 
Strolokoff of Moscow, have all this way come to secure 
your generous help.” 

His manner had become so subdued, so earnest, that 
Sir Graham sat down again. He felt that he was dealing 
with a very excitable man, but no lunatic. 

“You mentioned radium, professor?” he suggested. 

There was pride in his voice. Radium was the great 
topic in the Inner Central Hospital at the moment—and 
had been for some days. The hospital staff, from the 
superintendent down to the humblest orderly, had not 
yet got over the shock of its incredible good fortune. No 
hospital in the world boasted of the possession of an ounce 
of radium, as the Inner Central did! It was the sensation 
of the medical age. 

“Radium, yes!” said Professor Strolokoff, in a 
dreamy whisper. ‘“‘I hear the great news, Excellency ! 
I make the dash from Moscow by air with my patient. 
You have in this hospital more radium than the rest of 
the world possesses |!” He rung his hands with joy. “I 
come! I fly! Here you have the radium, yes?” He 
looked round ecstatically. ‘‘ Perhaps in this very room ? ” 

Sir Graham smiled and shook his head. — 

‘In this very room, yes, professor, but I’m afraid you 
have made your journey for nothing,” he said regretfully. 
““ The hospital has not yet had time to prepare the radium 
for the purpose of radiotherapic treatment. This amaz- 
ingly precious gift was only delivered at the hospital a day 
or two ago, and we are even now making our plans, . . .” 
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“ But the radium, it is here! ” cried Professor Strolokoff, 
rising enthusiastically to his feet and going round the 
desk. “‘ Excellency, listen! I have a scheme! ” 

He bent over Sir Graham from behind, and his scheme 
appeared to be exceedingly simple. He thrust the needle 
of a hypodermic syringe into the back of Sir Graham’s 
neck and pushed the plunger. 

“Good heavens! What are you doing ?”’ gasped the 
astonished man, as he felt the prick of the needle. “‘ Are 
you mad, sir? I...I... Gurmrh!” 

His rising voice was suddenly stilled as a gloved hand 
clapped itself over his mouth. A strong arm encircled his 
shoulders, and held him in his chair. His struggles were 
spasmodic and brief. Suddenly, he slumped limply. 

Professor Strolokoff, alias Dr. Zinkola, alias Sam 
Gunter, relaxed with sweat mingling with his false 
whiskers. Now he saw that the patient, alias Humphrey 
Piggott, was already out of the wheel chair, and locking 
the door. , 

“Good God! I never thought we’d make it !’’ panted 
Dr. Zinkola. ‘‘ What now, Piggott ? The whole thing’s 
crazy ! I told you so from the first.” 

“We're in, aren’t we ?”’ snapped Piggott. 

“ Yeah, but how the hell are we going to get out ? ”’ 

“Getting out will be easier than getting in—if only 
you'll keep your head,” retorted Humphrey Piggott, as he 
deftly felt in the unconscious superintendent’s pockets and 
gained possession of the superintendent’s keys. ‘‘ Speed 
is the great thing, my friend. Audacity—and speed. 
Before the fools in this hospital can know what’s hit them 
we shall be gone.” 

Gunter, for the moment, was a partial loss. Having 
bluffed his way successfully into Sir Graham Christie’s 
inner sanctum, he was taking time off to recover. Never 
had there been a greater contradiction than the mythical 
Professor Feodor Strolokoff. Outwardly majestic and 
forceful, he had been inwardly jittery with rank panic. 
Humphrey Piggott had told him from their first rehearsal 
of the scenario that the action would develop smoothly 
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and easily. And Piggott had been right. By a mere 
exhibition of spectacular and theatrical bluff they had got 
right into the superintendent’s office. 

Good—as far as it went. 

But Sam Gunter had not liked the look of the people 
he had “ shooed ” out. He was expecting them to return 
at any moment ; and the locked door would not be any 
help. 

Resnemhile, Humphrey Piggott was giving visual proof 
that his resource and determination had not been lessened 
by his recent downfall and bodily injuries. He was, 
indeed, a far more dangerous man now than he had ever 
been in Llandrood Valley. From secret robbery he had 
turned to open robbery, and his heart was full of vicious 
malevolence—against Society in general, and Norman 
Conquest in particular. 

It seemed to the other man that Piggott was gifted 
with the powers of a magician. Hearing a sudden hissing 
intake of breath, Sam Gunter pulled himself together and 
looked round. The door of a big and imposing safe was 
standing wide open, and Humphrey Piggott was exerting 
all his strength to lift a small and innocent-looking 
casket. 

“Help me, you fool!” panted Piggott. ‘‘ Didn’t I 
tell you it would be easy? They’ve taken no special 
precautions, never dreaming that an attempt would be 
made to steal the stuff!” 

“You mean it’s in—this thing ? ” 

Sam Gunter’s voice was incredulous as he helped 
Piggott to lift the casket on to the desk. Piggott was 
chuckling with cool satisfaction, for the casket had no 
lock; nothing but a couple of catch fastenings. He 
snapped them back. 

“ Yes, my friend, my ounce of radium is in this thing,” 
he whispered. ‘‘ Just one look to make sure, and then 
we'll go.” 

“ But why is the casket so heavy ? ” 

“ Are you such an arrant fool that you do not know 
that radium is the most dangerous of all the elements ? ” 
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snapped Humphrey Piggott. “‘ The inner cavity of this 
casket is quite tiny ; all the rest of it is thick lead lining, 
since lead is the greatest known protection against radium 
rays. 

One glance into the interior was sufficient. There, in its 
original tube, was Piggott’s precious ounce of radium. 
Fantastic to believe that the contents of the small, 
coloured glass tube was worth nearly half a million 
sterling ! 

Piggott wasted precious seconds while he stood at gaze. 
He seemed fascinated. He could not take his eyes from the 
tube. Then a low chuckle issued from his twisted mouth 
as he closed the casket. 

“The chair,’”” he murmured. ‘ Quick!” 

Gunter took the seat out of the wheel-chair, revealing 
a box-like cavity. Together, the two men carried the 
heavy casket to the chair, and deposited it in the secret 
space. The seat was replaced, and Piggott sat himself in 
the chair. He adjusted his bandages and pulled the rugs 
around him. 

““ Remember what you have to do,” he said softly. “ It 
is all very easy if you keep your head. Think of your 
reward, Gunter—a hundred thousand pounds.” 

Sam Gunter was thinking that he would cut a pretty 
poor figure, in spite of his natural impressiveness, in a 
convict suit, and he was remembering with distaste that 
the cells at Dartmoor were inclined to be damp. But he 
managed to get a firm grip on himself, and by a supreme 
effort he once more became Professor Feodor Strolokoff 
of Moscow. . 

He took a last look at the slumped figure of Sir Graham 
Christie, and unlocked the door. One glance revealed an 
empty corridor. Getting out of the office occupied only a 
few seconds, and Sam Gunter locked the door on the out- 
side and put the key into his pocket. Then he strode down 
the corridor, pushing the wheel-chair in front of him, 
making loud explosive noises. At sight of the first human 
figure—as it happened, a young nurse—he waved one of 
his hands wildly in the air. 
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‘‘To Moscow back I return!” he thundered. “ This 
building you call it a hospital, yes? Pah! Pouff! Sucha 
hospital in Moscow we turn into a chicken run!” 

He stormed and raved, obviously an angry and indignant 
man. And none who came in contact with him on that 
brief journey to the main exit had the courage to question 
him 


It was all so delightfully easy ! 

So simple—so smooth! Just as Humphrey Piggott had 
predicted! Here they were, two rank intruders walking 
out of the Inner Central Hospital with its world-famous 
gift of half a million pounds’ worth of radium—and not a 
solitary soul suspected them or attempted to hinder 
them ! 

Bluff. Nerve. Audacity. Call it what you like, you 
can’t get away from the fact that Humphrey Piggott’s 
technique was beautifully stream-lined. With the touch 
of a truly great artist, he disdained all elaborate detective- 
novel gangster methods, and lifted the stuff from under 
the superintendent’s very nose. No masks—no guns—no 
safe-breaking implements—no spectacular tunnelling or 
midnight raids. No. Humphrey Piggott just walked into 
the hospital and helped himself. 

The dusk was deep when the audacious pair emerged 
from the hospital’s main entrance ; and a mist was begin- 
ning to creep over the Metropolis. Piggott had chosen his 
time cunningly. 

“You will help me, yes ? ”’ fumed Professor Strolokoff, 
jabbing a finger towards the doorkeeper, a policeman, and 
a postman who happened to be passing. “‘Come! Now 
we place the wheel-chair in the back. We lift—so!” 

Due credit must be given Sam Gunter for his presence 
of mind. The police uniform had caused his heart to turn 
somersaults, but he had not hesitated fora moment. And 
it was gratifying to see the Law cheerfully assisting in the 
daylight robbery. 

“Blimey! This thing’s heavy, ain’t it, Mossoo?” 
asked the postman, as he helped to lift the chair. ‘‘ You 
might think the bloke was still sitting in it!” 
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“ Our Russian chairs, they are strong!” retorted Sam 
Gunter promptly. ‘“‘ We place it here—so! Excellent ! 
Now, the straps. Perfect ! To you I give the thanks, but 
to your hospital ’—he turned and made a face at the 
building—‘‘ to your hospital—pouf ! ” 

He jumped into the driving seat, made sure that his 
patient was well wrapped, and drove away. 

“ Barmy !”’ said the postman. 

“ You're telling us?” scoffed the doorkeeper. ‘‘ You 
ought to have seen him when he come! Barmy? He’s as 
scatty as a coot!” 

“I don’t know why they let ’em into the country,” 
commented the policeman disdainfully. 

By this time the Lagonda was in one of the main lines 
of City traffic. Its black-bearded driver and muffled pas- 
senger and curious cargo caused a certain amount of ten- 
sion, but, after all, one sees many queer things in London ; 
and your average Londoner is a pretty shock-proof 
individual. 

However, as soon as the congested area was left behind, 
Sam Gunter turned into a side street and raised the coupe 
hood. With the side windows up, the car was now able to 
continue its journey without attracting any attention at 
all 


On the other side of Ealing, in a dark and lonely 
side road, the Lagonda slowed to a standstill. Nothing 
happened for some minutes, and then the driving door 
opened and Sam Gunter emerged. Sam himself. Professor 
Feodor Strolokoff of Moscow was in his pocket. 

Humphrey Piggott followed. During the last fifteen 
minutes of the ride he had been freeing himself of the 
superfluous bandages. He still wore a few, but these were 
genuine, on account of his unhealed wounds. ; 

Both men had worn gloves throughout the enterprise, 
and not a single tell-tale fingerprint was left to bear 
witness against them. 

Gunter hurried off to the next street where his own 
saloon car was parked—and had been parked for the past 
hour or so. Nobody had taken the slightest notice of it. 

L.T.C. P 
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Within a minute Gunter was back, and he and Piggott 
lifted the radium casket into the saloon. 

“And so—away back home,” murmured Humphrey 
Piggott, as he settled himself comfortably in his seat. 
“ You did splendidly, Gunter, and you have fully earned 
your share of the prize.” 

“ If I get it,” said the other doubtfully. 

“When you get it,” corrected Humphrey Piggott. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
SWEET WILLIAM THINKS NOT 


CHIEF INSPECTOR WILLIAMS was a tired man when he got 
back to Scotland Yard that evening, after a flying visit 
to Wales. He had finished his ‘mopping up” in the 
Llandrood Valley, and he was satisfied that every one of 
Humphrey Piggott’s hired crooks were safely in the hands 
of the police. There was only one disturbing thought. 
Piggott’s disappearance had never been satisfactorily 
cleared up, although it was generally accepted that the 
owner of Llandrood was dead. 

Bodies had been recovered from the mud at the bottom 
of Piggott’s Yat. Bodies so decomposed that recognition 
was impossible. ... Bodies with blocks of concrete 
attached to the feet. ... Grim and ghastly evidence 
that entirely supported Norman Conquest’s apparently 
fantastic story. But the mud at the bottom of the Yat 
was thick and deep, and perhaps there were others . . 
including Piggott’s own mutilated corpse. 

The first thing Mr. Williams learned at the Yard was 
that the Chief wanted him. It was an urgent call, and the 
inspector seemed to sense a general air of tension in the 
Yard. He was to go to the assistant commissioner’s 
office before even entering his own room. He found the 
A.C. frantic. 

“Well, Williams, what about your fine Mr. Conquest 
now!” fumed the chief. ‘‘ You’ve been giving him 
enough bouquets during the past week, but I’ve warned 
you all along to be careful. That young man is more 
dangerous...” 

‘“What’s he been up to?” asked Mr. Williams bluntly. 

“ Haven’t you heard ? ”’ 

“T only got back from Wales five minutes ago.” 

‘Oh, I see.” The chief waved Mr. Williams to a chair. 
“ Sit down, Williams. What’s Conquest done, eh? He’s 
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stolen half a million pounds’ worth of radium from the 
Inner Central Hospital. That’s all! ”’ 

Sweet William’s cherubic face and apple cheeks re- 
mained unaltered. Even his placid eyes expressed only 
incredulity. 

“How do you know it was Conquest, sir ? ” 

The assistant commissioner leaped to his feet. 

“How do we know?” he almost shouted. “ Listen, 
Williams ! We’ve had enough experience of Conquest to 
know his technique by heart. The very high-handedness 
of the robbery, its audacious commission in broad day- 
light, is proof enough that Conquest was the thief. More- 
over, a ‘1066’ card was left in the safe, in place of the 
missing radium. This infernal young scoundrel has nerve 
enough for anything ! ” 

“‘ Mind if I have a few details, sir ? ” 

He got them. The chief knew the story by heart. He 
described the spectacular visit of ‘‘ Professor Feodor 
Strolokoff of Moscow,” and what followed. 

“It was nearly half an hour before the theft was 
discovered,” he went on. ‘‘ They found the super- 
intendent’s office locked, and they couldn’t get any reply 
to their knocks. So they broke the door down. Sir Graham 
was sprawling in his chair. . . .” 

“ You're not going to tell me that Conquest killed . . .” 

“Don’t jump to conclusions, Williams,” snapped the 
chief. “ Sir Graham wasn’t dead. He was just coming to 
himself, as a matter of fact ; all he could say was that the 
supposed Russian professor had jabbed a needle into his 
neck. A childishly simple device—a quick knock-out dose 
injected into the blood stream. And when they opened 
the safe, the radium was gone, including the container. 
And there was this damned ‘ 1066’ card . . .” 

“ And you think ‘ Strolokoff’ was Conquest ? ” 

“ Yes, and the ‘ patient ’ was probably that confounded 
girl of his,” fumed the assistant commissioner. ‘‘ There 
were so many bandages that it was impossible to tell 
whether the creature was man or woman... . Listen, 
Williams! Every phase of this affair yells Conquest. 
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‘ Strolokoff’ was tall and active, and his preposterous 
black beard and bushy hair and glasses made such a 
disguise that I marvel at the hospital people’s folly in 
ever allowing him to get in the place. But there it is. 
They say his manner was highly excitable and foreign 
and commanding. He did get in, and I doubt if any other 
man but Norman Conquest could have pulled it off.” 

“ He’s certainly got a way with him,” admitted Mr. 
Williams, frowning. “ All the same, sir... .” 

“Sheer nerve ensured Conquest’s success,’ continued 
the chief, rising impatiently to his feet. ‘‘ If you’re still 
not satisfied, Williams, perhaps you will be when I tell 
you that the Lagonda car has been found, abandoned, 
just outside Ealing.” 

“A Lagonda!” ejaculated Mr. Williams, with a start. 

“The report came in ten minutes ago—and it clinches 
the case against Conquest,’’ snapped the other. “ The 
number has been checked, and we know that this very 
car was in Conquest’s possession yesterday.” 

“ Hum !” said Mr. Williams in a dissatisfied voice. 

“It’s no good sitting there and saying ‘ hum,’ ” fretted 
the A.C. “‘ What the hell are we going to do about this 
robbery ? You’ve had more contacts with Conquest than 
anybody, Williams, and I want you to take charge of the 
case. There’s going to be the very devil to pay. This 
radium is worth half a million. . .” 

“It doesn’t make sense.”’ 

“What ? ” 

“It doesn’t add up, sir,” grumbled Mr. Williams dis- 
contentedly. ‘“‘ I’ve just come back from Llandrood, and 
I can’t forget that it was Conquest who uncovered Pig- 
gott’s devilish slave mine. I know well enough that Con- 
quest doesn’t give a damn for the law, and his methods 
are rankly outrageous. We know that he’s wealthy—we 
know that he has lined his pockets from his operations 
against men like Piggott. But he does possess a code of 
honour of his own... .” 

“ You talk of honour and this man Conquest in one 


breath ? ” 


, 
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“IT do.” Inspector Williams was firm. “I know the 
man, sir. Dammit, I like him! If you knew him as 
intimately as I do you’d like him, too! And the sugges- 
tion that he pulled this radium job is frankly ridiculous.” 

‘“ But the man was Conquest himself. . . .” 

“The man was tall and so festooned with whiskers 
that not a single witness could ever identify him,” Mr. 
Williams corrected, in a tired voice. ‘‘ He used Con- 
quest’s methods, true. He had to use Conquest’s methods 
—hbecause he used Conquest’s car, and he left one of 
Conquest’s sign-cards. The idea, of course was to lead us 
up the garden.”’ 

“The only man who is being led up the garden, as far 
as I can see, Williams, is you,” retorted the chief acidly. 
“Man alive, the thing hits you in the face! What on 
earth’s the matter with you? Have you become so 
friendly with Conquest that you refuse to believe the 
truth when it stares you in the face ? ” 

“ There’s another truth staring me in the face,” said 
Mr. Williams, a brittle note creeping into his voice. 
“Didn’t Conquest rescue those poor devils of tramps 
from Piggott’s private hell at Llandrood ? Why, it was 
Conquest’s own suggestion that Griffith, the real owner of © 
the radium mine, should present the slave-gotten radium 
to a London hospital ! ” 

“ Exactly,” flashed the other. “‘ Conquest arranged 
everything very nicely—so that he could steal the radium 
easily and comfortably at his own convenience.” 

Mr. Williams’s smile was full of pity. 

‘“ Haven’t you forgotten, sir, that Conquest could have 
taken this radium from Llandrood before a soul in the 
world knew of its existence ?’”” He rose to his feet and paced 
restlessly. “‘ No, there’s something damned fishy about 
the whole set-up. I know Conquest. He might rob a 
company promoter or a munitions manufacturer, but I 
know darned well he’d never rob a hospital ! He is more 
likely to give to a hospital than rob it. There’s some- 
thing else, too. . . .” 

He paused reflectively. 
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““ Something else ? ” 

“ Just a thought, sir.”” Mr. Williams moved towards 
the door. “ I’ll go and look into this affair right away.” 

He gave the A.C. the impression that he was going to 
the Inner Central Hospital to investigate. Instead, he got 
hold of a police car and drove straight out to “‘ Under- 
neath the Arches ’’—delaying only a short time at Scot- 
land Yard to pay a visit to Records. 

In answer to his thunderous knock, the door was 
opened by Mandeville Livingstone, who greeted the 
inspector with a bright smile and a crinkly grimace. 

“The guvnor’s not at home, sir.” 

“ Is that official, or just what you’ve been told to say ? ” 
asked Mr. Williams, as he strode in. “‘ What about Miss 
Everard ? ” 

““She ain’t home neither, sir—honest,”’ said the little 
man, his smile evaporating. “‘ There ain’t nothing wrong, 
is there, Mr. Wiluams? Mr. Conquest ain’t in any— 
trouble ? ”’ 

“ T think it’s very likely that he’s in a lot of trouble,” 
retorted the inspector gruffly. ‘‘ If you know anything at 
all, Livingstone, spill it. Last evening Conquest came to 
me for information about a man named Samuel Thorpe 
Gunter, and I’ve reason to believe that this man broke 
into these premises. Did he?” 

‘Well, sir, there was a man who broke in,” admitted 
Livingstone reluctantly. ‘‘ But the guv’nor didn’t call 
him Gunter. He used a funny name. Dr. Coca-Cola, or 
something. . . . Oh yes, there was a picture in one of the 
magazines.” 

‘““What the hell are you talking about, Livingstone ? ” 
asked Mr. Williams patiently. ‘I didn’t come here to 
discuss soft drinks! Where did Conquest go? And 
when ? ”’ 

‘He went off last night, sir, latish in the evening.” 
The little man was beginning to look uneasy. ‘‘ It seems 
that this man who broke in used the guv’nor’s keys ; and 
them keys were took by Piggott. I believe the guv’nor’s 
got an idea that Piggott ain’t dead... .” 
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“ Piggott ain’t dead!” ejaculated Mr. Williams, with 
ajump. “I mean, Piggott isn’t dead! ’’ His brain began 
to boil. ‘‘ If there’s one man in the world who’d try to 
grab that radium, it’s Piggott! If he didn’t die, he must 
have been injured. . . . By God! The bandaged man in 
the wheel-chair! And Gunter!’ By now Mr. Williams’s 
brain was smoking. ‘‘ Gunter—height, six feet one, slim, 
active, clever at impersonations. ... That blasted 
phony Russian professor! Last night Conquest went after 
Gunter and Piggott and...” 

He broke off abruptly and seized Mandeville’s shoulder. 

“Did Miss Joy go with Conquest ? ” 

6 es 26ir. 

“ Where did they go ? ” 

Well, Sipe eae 

“Don’t hesitate, man! If you know where they went, 
tell me,” insisted Mr. Williams. ‘‘ You needn’t think I’m 
going to arrest them. All I’m interested in is recovering 
the stolen radium.”’ This was a lie, because he had an 
idea that Norman Conquest was in trouble, and he was 
concerned about him. ‘“‘ Did Conquest know where 
Gunter lives ? ”’ 

“He and Miss Joy tells me they’re going into Glouces- 
tershire to take a health cure, sir,’”’ said Livingstone. “‘ Of 
course, I didn’t believe it. The guv’nor often says funny 
things like that. . . . But perhaps it wasn’t so funny, 
after all.” 

He went to a side table and rammaged among a pile of 
illustrated magazines. 

“Here we are, Mr. Williams,” he went on. ‘‘ It wasn’t 
Coca-Cola, but Zinkola. Look, sir! I’ll bet the guv nor 
and Miss Joy went straight to this place.” 

Mr. Williams jumped as he looked at the photograph 
of Dr. Alexis Zinkola. 

“Gunter, the con man!”’ he yelled, his experienced 
official eye seeing through the fake in a moment. ‘“‘ Then 
it was Gunter who pulled the Russian professor job.”” His 
eyes blazed. ‘‘ Then Piggott’s alive, and Conquest... . 
By God! I wonder if Conquest is alive ? ” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
STRIP-TEASE—NEW STYLE 


AT the very moment when “ Professor Strolokoff of 
Moscow ”’ was making his celebrated entry into the Inner 
Central Hospital, Norman Conquest opened his eyes. 

Which, of course, was all wrong. 

Dr. Zinkola had pushed enough dope into the Gay 
Desperado to keep him horizontal for a full twenty-four 
hours. And only fifteen hours had elapsed. But this 
period was lengthened to sixteen hours before Norman 
Conquest was able to sit up and take notice. His first 
lucid impression was that he had never felt more comfort- 
able in all his life. He was drowsily, delightfully sleepy, 
and he didn’t give a hoot for anything. It was when he 
lazily shifted his position that he became aware that his 
couch was not so comfortable as he had imagined. There 
were hard knobs. Also, he was cold. Devilish cold. An- 
other fifteen minutes elapsed before he became aware of a 
slim still form lying beside him. At first he thought there 
were three forms, then two, but after he had blinked a bit 
they concertinaed into one. 

‘And the one was young Pixie. 

This was getting on towards the end of the hour, and 
from that moment Norman Conquest’s recovery was less 
like the progress of a snail and more akin to a streak of 
lightning. The shock of seeing Joy, so still and so pale, 
brought back the rest of his senses in a flood. 

He staggered to his feet, and promptly fell down again. 
Dizziness and nausea attacked him hideously. He seized 
Joy and shook her, but she remained dead to the world. 
Wrenching open her suit jacket he placed his ear to her 
heart, and muttered a fervent prayer when he felt and 
heard that organ doing its stuff in a right and proper 


manner. 
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Again he got to his feet, and this time he was stronger. 
His sluggish brain was registering the salient features of his 
surroundings. A kind of brick chamber, circular, with 
walls sloping sharply inwards from the base, and reaching 
upwards to a circular apex, through which feeble daylight 
filtered. Norman could make nothing of it at first. He 
sat down again and felt in his pockets for a cigarette. 
But his pockets were empty. 

He tried to think backwards. 

Just what was the last thing he could remember ? Yes, 
of course! Young Pixie had bopped him on the head 
from behind. He had seen her through the semi-opaque 
glass of a window . . . a french window. . . . He had 
opened it, and then he had felt a stunning blow on the 
head... 

Idiotic. Why should young Pixie knock him cold ? 
He felt his head. Yes, there was the lump, and he winced 
as his finger touched the spot. He looked at the uncon- 
scious girl by his side, and started. Joy was not wearing 
her check coat and travelling hat ! 

Then it must have been somebody else who had rapped 
on the french window. ... Dirty work! Norman 
remembered that he had been talking to Dr. Zinkola 
and Humphrey Piggott at the moment of the catas- 
trophe. In fact, filthy work! The opposition must have 
given Pixie and him some potent shots of drug. Judging 
by the weak daylight, evening was at hand. So they 
had been in this prison most of the night and most of 
the day ! 

Norman came to the conclusion that he had recovered 
first because he was the tougher animal—or perhaps 
because old Doc Zinkola was only a fake, anyway. If it 
came to that, even a trained anesthetist cannot always tell 
how long a patient will remain “ under.” Dope is funny 
stuff, and its effect largely depends upon the idiosyn- 
crasies of the individual. 

Not that it made any real difference. . . . 

When Norman Conquest had had time to steady his 
brain and examine his prison he realised that it made no 
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odds whether he was conscious or unconscious. Hum- 
phrey Piggott had seen to it that the prison was a shade 
better than any cell at Dartmoor. The enormously solid 
door, obviously secured with iron bars on the other side, 
might have been opened with the assistance of a few 
sticks of dynamite, but Norman’s brute strength was 
pretty useless. 

The place was a kiln, of course. One of those old- 
fashioned obsolete brick-kilns, with a central cooking- 
chamber, which are still to be found dotted about the 
countryside. The smooth walls, with their unclimbable 
slope, offered no hope. The circular hole at the top was 
completely out of reach. Even so, there was a heavy 
rusty grille across the opening, with gaps far too small for 
the Desperado to negotiate. 

“Looks like the Complete Trap,’”’ murmured Norman, 
standing in the centre of the floor space and taking every- 
thing in with his keen gaze. ‘“‘ But why ? Why a trap at 
all ? ”? 

A sudden cold quiver, like the touch of icy fingers, ran 
up and down his spine. 

There was only one reason why he and Joy were in this 
old brick-kiln—alive. Humphrey Piggott was vindictive 
and revengeful, and the imprisonment of his victims 
meant—torture. Perhaps he meant to burn them alive 
in this old kiln! Then Norman shook his head. No, it 
was nothing so crude as that. The kiln was probably on 
Dr. Zinkola’s property, and smoke issuing from its long- 
cold chimney cone would create a few stares among the 
local inhabitants. ; 

Piggott had something else up his sleeve—something 
far more devilish, probably, than mere burning. Norman 
remembered the victims of Piggott’s Yat. Yes, the late 
Master of Llandrood would think up something really 


uicy. 

; while, there might be a chance... . Humphrey 
Piggott had fallen into the mistake of detective-novel 
crooks; he had bottled up his victims instead of killing 
them out of hand. And when one of his victims was the 
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eel-like Norman Conquest he was undoubtedly screaming 
for trouble. fe 

Admitting that Norman was reckless and suicidally 
daring, he had one other quality which had got him out of 
many tight corners. He never gave up hope. No matter 
how dark the outlook, he always pegged away while there 
was the ghost of a chance. a 

He pegged away now. Although his heart was sinking 
with every minute that passed, he pegged away. He gave 
the door a closer examination ; he heaved against it and 
found it immovable. He went over every foot of the walls, 
and in no single spot was there a crack or a loose brick. 
He rummaged amongst the heaps of brick dust on the 
floor against the walls. He found a rusty iron stake, 
about eight inches long. . . . Some kind of a tool, any- 
way. 

Not much good, though. The celebrated Monte Cristo, 
in the dungeons of the Chateau d’If, would have yelled 
for joy at the sight of the rusty iron stake. What he could 
have done with it! But Monte Cristo was in no hurry ; 
he had years at his disposal ; years in which he could peck 
away at the walls of his prison and find a way to freedom. 

Norman Conquest knew that there were no years at his 
disposal—or months or weeks or days, either. Perhaps 
cat even hours. A fat lot of good pecking away at the 
walls ! 

Given one clear month he might have acquitted himself 
nobly in this escape business. Norman chipped away with 
the iron stake for just one minute and then gave it up. 
Darkness was coming on rapidly, and with darkness Pig- 
gott would return. Norman Conquest had never been 
one to waste energy on a useless proposition. 

Was there any other way of utilising the iron stake ? 

His quick brain leaped at the one chance, driving 
straight through to the solitary possibility. The opening 
overhead! If he had a rope, he could twist the scrap of 
iron into a hook—and there was the grille for the hook to 
grapple ! 

But two snags snarled at him. 
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He had no rope. He was far too big to squeeze his way 
through the grating . . . But young Pixie! His heart 
went numb for a moment, and then thumped. Young 
Pixie wasn’t too big to squeeze through ! There remained 
the rope. ... 

Easy ! 

If you haven't got rope, make one! Norman slid out of 
his perfectly-tailored coat and ruthlessly tore it to pieces. 
It required every ounce of his tiger-like strength to rip the 
strong cloth, and he did not make the mistake of fashion- 
ing his improvised rope too slender. Joy was small, but she 
was no living skeleton. 

His vest came next, and this made one strip. He 
' removed his trousers and tore them in half. And each 
half into two. Four more strips. The rope was getting 
ponger... .. 

He was working in darkness now—or near-darkness. 
Only the faintest glimmer of light came down from the 
opening high above. He was certain that night had come, 
and that the glimmer was moonlight. The minutes were 
precious now—and joy was still unconscious. 

And along the main road from London rolled Dr. 
Zinkola’s saloon, getting nearer and nearer to Health 
Heights. An inexorable fate was directing Humphrey 
Piggott to take the journey at a leisurely pace. Much as 
Dr. Zinkola, at the wheel, wanted to speed, Piggott 
would not allow him to do so. 

“There is nothing to fear, you craven rabbit,’’ he said 
contemptuously. ‘‘ At this very moment Scotland Yard is 
looking for Norman Conquest as the author of the radium 
robbery—and Norman Conquest has vanished into thin 
air. Impossible for the police to trace us—impossible for 
them to trace Conquest. The game, my dear Gunter, is 
ours.” 

‘By God! I hope you’re right,” muttered Dr. Zinkola. 

Piggott was wise, of course. It would have been sheer 
folly to dash back to Gloucestershire at high speed, and 
thus excite the attention of traffic officers. This car was 
being driven by Dr. Alexis Zinkola, the respectable chief 
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of Health Heights, and he was taking another patient 
to his Home. 

It seemed that some intuitive hunch was telling 
Norman Conquest of the coming danger. His sixth sense 
was urging him to waste no time. The crude rope was not 
yet long enough, and his strip-tease act had brought him 
down to his underwear. 

Once again he shook the girl by his side. His jaw 
was set in a hard line. She was still out—fearfully, 
devastatingly out. She looked as though she would not 
recover for hours. Well, there could be no harm in 
getting everything ready. He knew, with a solid certainty, 
that if he placed his own weight on the ridiculous rope it 
would snap in two or three places. He doubted if the bent 
iron stake would bear his weight. 

He removed Joy’s jacket and tore it up. His hands 
were blistered and sore, but he was unaware of this fact. 
Death in a ghastly guise was stalking nearer and nearer. 
. . . There was a way out, and they must take it ! 

Still the rope was too short. Calmly, deliberately, he 
unfastened Joy’s skirt, and removed it. A good lot of 
material here. It was a pleated skirt, and it tore up into 
several long strips. He vaguely wondered, as he worked, 
when the strip-tease act would finish. If the rope was not 
long enough now, he would have to start on the under- 
garments. ... 

He stood up just as a direct ray of moonlight crept 
through the chimney opening. The rusty iron stake, 
already bent into the shape of a hook, was fixed at the end 
of the clumsy line. Only three casts were necessary before 
the hook caught in one of the grille bars; and the lower 
end of the rope was just within reach of Norman’s 
fingers when he was standing on tiptoe. Yes, it was long 
enough. 

He gave all his attention to Joy. 

And Dr. Zinkola’s car was into Gloucestershire by now, 
rolling nearer and nearer to Health Heights! Just a 
matter of minutes before the warmly-glowing edifice 
showed up in the moonlit distance. . . . 
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“ Pixie, old thing,” said Norman softly. “ You’ve got 
to snap out of it ! ” 

He was ruthless. He slapped her face with his open palm 
slapped it sharply. Everything was complete, and time 
was slipping. He shook her by the shoulders until her 
head seemed on the point of falling off. He pulled her 
shoes off and tickled her feet. . . . And the girl gave a 
little sigh. 

“Just a nip of brandy or a glass of cold water! ”’ 
muttered Norman between his teeth. ‘“‘ That’s all she 
needs now. . . . Pixie! Wake up, old girl! Pixie!” 

Five minutes—ten minutes—fifteen. ... Never for 
a second did Norman relax his efforts. More face slapping ; 
more tickling. He lifted her up and carried her round 
the confined prison. He swung her round his body like an 
acrobatic dancer; he forced her to walk on her feet, 
supporting her and talking continuously. Sweat streamed 
down his face and fell like drops of molten lead on his 
cheeks. 

“ Don’t, Norman—please ! ” 

The first words she had uttered! She was protesting, 
although she knew nothing of what was actually happen- 
ing. He redoubled his efforts, taking no notice of her 
strengthening mutterings. At length he laid her full 
length on the cold floor, right in the moonlight. He 
slapped her face again, and pinched her bare arms. 

“ Please, Norman—you’re hurting me.” 

“T’ve got to hurt you, Funny Face,” said Norman 
tensely. “‘ Just try to pull all the cobwebs away. We're 
in a mess. Get it, pal? A hell of a mess! It’s up to you 
t Pf | 

‘““ Why am I undressed ? ” 

It was a startled, back-to-earth cry. The sight of her 
deshabille did more for the girl in five seconds than five 
minutes of Norman’s slapping efforts. She sat up dizzily, 
and a little ‘‘ oh ’’ escaped her when she saw that Norman 
was attired in nothing but his brief shorts and shirt. 
Suddenly she began laughing; a silly, half-hysterical 
laugh. 
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‘Oh, Norman, you do look funny ! ” she giggled. 

“Take a look at yourself! ”’ he advised. 

“Oh, yes! Where’s my skirt ? ” She half-struggled up, 
indignation replacing laughter. ‘‘ Norman, are you mad ? 
Why have you undressed me? Give me my clothes!” 

‘““ They’re here, old thing ! ” ae 

He yanked her roughly to her feet, stifling every 
tender feeling he had for her. Ruthless methods were the 
only methods that would keep her awake. 

“There are your clothes,” he said tensely, making her 
gaze upwards at the dangling “rope.” “ Listen, young 
Pixie. It’s our only chance, and it’s a pretty slim one 
unless you snap right out of it. If necessary, I would have 
stripped you bare to the skin, and myself as well. Better 
to be a couple of nudists than a couple of corpses!” 

“Nudists ! Corpses!” said Joy dizzily. 

Five more agonising minutes for Norman Conquest 
while he brought her right back to realities. And by now 
Dr. Zinkola’s car had arrived at Health Heights—or, at 
least, in the grounds. Piggott was not going to the house 
yet. He had other business—grim, ghastly, fiendish 
business. 

“So that’s how we stand, Pixie,” said Norman, taking 
Joy by the shoulders and kissing her. “ It’s up to you.” 

“How can you say such a thing?” whispered Joy 
breathlessly. “What I’m going to do is nothing. You 
thought it all out—you made the rope and prepared .. .” 

“Yes, but the rope’s a mighty uncertain proposition,” 
interrupted Norman. ‘It might break as soon as you 
start climbing. Anything might break.” 

‘“ Lift me up,” said Joy steadily. 

“ Attagirl! Remember what you’ve got to do if you 
make it. Get down the outside of the kiln and open the 
furnace door es 

“ Lift me up, fathead, and don’t talk so much! ” 

“ By God! What a team we make! ”’ breathed N orman, 
as he took her under the arms and hoisted her up until she 
could grab the dangling rope. 

Then he ceased breathing and his heart jammed. 
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Would that crazy rope bear her weight? Slowly, 
gently, he relaxed his grip. Joy hung there ; she started 
swarming up in the moonbeam, a nimble elfin figure. 
Norman’s rope was doing its stuff ! 

Higher and higher. . . . The rotten and rusted grille 
creaked ominously, and flakes of rust fell down upon 
Norman in a shower. But Joy was still climbing, and at 
last she reached the grille. She seized the bars and with a 
twinkle of slim silk-clad legs she squirmed her way 
upwards to freedom. 


1.T.C. Q 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
THE RADIUM TORTURE CHAMBER 


TuE chill autumn wind struck right into Joy’s marrow 
as she clung to the brickwork at the top of the old kiln. A 
douche of ice-cold water could not have served her 
better, for her brain became instantly clearer and her 
limbs recovered their old elasticity. 

A quick glance round assured her that the spot was 
extremely desolate. No light twinkled anywhere, although 
a curious ruddy glow was vaguely apparent behind a belt 
of trees in the distance. 

But Joy wasted no time in admiring the moonlit 
solitude of the scene. With deft fingers she drew the 
precious rope through the grille and dropped it down the 
steeply sloping outer side of the brick kiln. It did not 
nearly reach the bottom, but this was a small matter. 
She made sure that the crude hook was secure. 

“Tl be with you in three minutes, Desperado,” she 
called down, into the gaping hole. ‘‘ Wish me luck! ”’ 

He made some sort of answer, but it sounded like a 
choking croak to the girl. She did not quite realise the 
tension under which he was suffering. It had been feverish 
high-pressure stuff for a solid hour, without a single 
second’s respite. Nobody would ever know what it had 
cost Norman Conquest to revive the girl from her doped 
sleep. And during every moment of that ordeal he had 
known that Death, in ghastly guise, was stalking 
nearer and nearer. Joy spoke lightly, jubilant because 
she was feeling so much better; but even now she 
did not appreciate that split seconds were vitally 
important. 

However, it was not in her nature to dawdle. She hada 
job to do and she did it. 


Sliding down the knotted rope was easy enough. She 
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took it carefully, in case any sudden jerk might cause a 
break. When she reached the bottom she found that her 
feet were still ten or twelve feet from the ground. She 
dropped and landed amid rank thistles and nettles. But 
she scarcely felt the prickles and the stings, and she ran 
exploringly round the kiln looking for some kind of 
entrance. The structure was round at the base, except on 
one side ; here there was a kind of jutting superstructure, 
with a roof. A great gaping doorway stood open. She 
a i in, and for some moments was completely 

Groping her way forward, her eyes gradually became 
accustomed to the gloom, and the filtering moonlight 
enabled her to get her bearings. She was assisted by dull 
thuds which came from one certain spot. . . . She found 
_ the great brick door with its iron frame and with its rusty 
rods jamming it in position. 

It required every ounce of her strength, and it cost her 
several fragments of skin, to pull the rods away. All this 
activity was to the good, for it kept her lightly clad body 
warm, and continued the good work which Norman’s 
efforts had started. By the time she had conquered the 
heavy catch of the door, her wits were as nimble as they 
had ever been. 

She tugged at the clumsy structure, and Norman Con- 
quest was pushing on the other side. Croaking and 
groaning, the heavy door came open. 

And Norman Conquest was free ! 

“Nice going, old thing!” he murmured cheerfully. 
“They can’t keep us bottled up for long, can they? 
What fools to bottle us up at all! So easy to finish us off, 
and yet they give us these chances ! ” 

It was only the work of a minute to close the kiln door 
again and replace the iron props. There was now no 
sign that the prisoners had escaped ; for Joy had even 
given the knotted rope a tug and had broken the fragile 
hook. | 
“Where do we go from here, Desperado ? ” she asked 
coolly. “I could do with a few more clothes—and so 
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could you, if it comes to that. We shall both be locked 
up if a rural cop happens to spot us sneaking down the 
lanes.” 

‘We may have hours to spare, or we may have only 
seconds,” said Norman, taking her by the arm and leading 
her away. ‘‘ But you're right about the clothes, young 
Pixie. I’ve heard that double-pneumonia is a pretty nasty 
complaint.” 

They got out of the old brickyard and the next thing 
Norman did was to suddenly drag the girl into the 
bottom of a hedge. He held her close, and festooned a 
number of brambles about them—for their white under- 
garments were very noticeable. 

“‘ What is it ? ”’ she whispered. 

“‘ Didn’t you hear ? Footsteps—and voices ! ”’ 

She had heard nothing, and she marvelled at the acute- 
ness of Norman’s ears. Now that she listened intently, 
however, she could just hear the voices of approaching 
men. She could even see the dim figures in the fitful 
moonlight. They were walking in single file, and some 
distance apart—which accounted for the loudness of their 
tones—and they were walking jerkily and strangely. 
ae Joy understood. They were carrying a long 
adder. 

“T tell you, Piggott, you’re mad,” came the hoarse 
voice of Dr. Zinkola. ‘‘ Aren’t you satisfied you’ve got 
the radium ? Why must you do this ghastly thing to 
Conquest and the girl? I won’t have it! You’re on my 
property, and I don’t approve of killing, anyway.” 

“Perhaps you approve of letting Conquest go?” 
snarled Humphrey Piggott. 

“ Better let him go than kill him,” said the health 
specialist harshly. “ You'll have to let the girl go, anyway, 
Piggott—I won’t stand by and see you kill her ! Conquest 
promised me that he wouldn’t give me away... .” 

_“ And you believed him?” The two men were prac- 
tically level with the crouching figures in the hedge, and 
Piggott’s voice was a sneer. ‘‘ You ought to be damned 
thankful that I’m here, my friend! Conquest is going to 
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be punished for all the harm he has done to me. He’s 
going to die a worse death than any of those poor fools in 
the pitchblende mine! ” 

“So that’s why you brought the radium here ? ” 

“Clever, eh?” Piggott laughed crazily. ‘‘ The old 
kiln is made for the very job! I’m going to fix the radium 
tube in the open chimney, so that the deadly rays strike 
downwards into every corner of the kiln! And when 
Conquest and the girl wake up they’ll find themselves in 
a death chamber more awful than the Black Hole of 
Calcutta ! ”’ 

Dr. Zinkola started to say something, but suddenly 
froze up. Perhaps he realised that Humphrey Piggott, in 
his present mood, was virtually a madman. They reached 
the kiln, and raised the ladder against its steep side. The 
ladder just projected above the kiln’s top. 

“ Say, listen, Piggott,” said Dr. Zinkola shakily. ‘“ For 
God’s sake pull yourself together! You can’t mean to do 
this thin rs 

“Get away from here!” snarled Humphrey Piggott, 
turning on the other man like a savage beast. ‘‘ Get back 
to your stupid Health Home and forget that you ever saw 
me or Conquest either! Leave this job to me!” 

Dr. Zinkola stumbled back a step, turned, and went 
hurrying blindly away. He seemed to feel, in that second, 
that just one more protest would cost him his own life. 
Piggott was in the mood to kill anybody. 

His footsteps were halting and jerky as he blundered 
past the spot where Norman Conquest and Joy were still 
hiding. They caught a glimpse of his face—and it was not 
a pleasant sight. Haggard, strained, tensely set, with 
stark terror blazing out of the eyes. aes 

“There goes the most jittery man in Great Britain,” 
breathed Norman, as he helped Joy out of the tangle of 
brambles. 

*“‘ Sssssh ! He’ll hear you.” 

‘“ He wouldn’t hear a bomb explosion, my sweet! He’s 
making tracks for Health Heights—and it’s not at alla 
bad idea. Comrade Gunter is just about my size, and he’s 
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going to lend me his best suit of clothes. There’s a girl of 
sorts at the place, too—there must be, because she slugged 
the two of us—and she’s going to lend you some of her 
clothes.” 

“ But what about Piggott ? ” : 

“Tt’s not my night for committing suicide,” replied 
Norman carefully. “‘ A fine fool I’d look, standing at the 
bottom of that ladder in my undies, telling Piggott to 
surrender ! A fine target I’d make, too, for Piggott’s gun ! 
No, sweetheart, we needn’t worry about Pig’s Eyes. Let 
him have his fun. Sooner or later he’ll discover that we’re 
not there, and then he’ll come streaking to Health 
Heights, radium and all. And, oh boy, shall we be ready 
with our traps?” 

“Desperado,” murmured Joy comfortably, “ you 
always know the right thing to do.” 

Dr. Zinkola, by this time, was beyond the belt of trees 
and approaching his strangely-glowing Health Home. He 
was striving hard to pull himself together. It was only 
mid-evening, and his patients were still up and about, to 
say nothing of his staff. He would have to get in quietly, 
by his own private door. Couldn’t meet anybody just 
Vitalis 

Except Chief-Inspector Williams. 

He couldn’t help meeting Chief-Inspector Williams 
because that comfortably-built sleuth suddenly material- 
ised out of nowhere with two of his henchmen in close 
attendance. As a matter of fact, they had parked their 
car down the drive and had taken a short-cut across the 
grassland. Hence Dr. Zinkola’s shock at seeing them so 
unexpectedly. 

~ Dr. Alexis Zinkola?” asked Mr. Williams politely. 
“Lucky meeting you out here...” 

“Who are you, and what do you want ?”” demanded 
Dr. Zinkola, his manner austere and brusque. 

“Good stuff, Sam, but not good enough,” said the 
inspector. “‘ You’re under arrest.” 

Dr. Zinkola reeled. 


“ Under arrest!” he panted. ‘‘ On what charge ? How 
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dare you address me as ‘Sam’! What is this nonsense ? ” 

“I’m Inspector Williams of Scotland Yard, and you’re 
Sam Gunter, of U.S.A.,” explained Mr. Williams patiently. 
“|’m arresting you on the charge of being concerned in a 
robbery at the Inner Central Hospital——” 

He broke off, for Sam Gunter was making distressing 
noises like a consumptive alligator. Mr. Williams seized 
his advantage at once. He had no warrant, but he was a 
great opportunist ; he snapped bracelets over Dr. Zin- 
kola’s wrists in a twinkling, and rattled on : 

““Where’s your friend, Humphrey Piggott ? ” 

The prisoner began to sag at the knees. 

““ Where’s Conquest ? ”’ 

The prisoner sagged more. 

““Where’s Miss Everard ? ” 

The prisoner was at a total loss. It required the efforts 
of Mr. Williams’s assistants to hold him up. Mr. 
Williams’s methods may be criticised, but nobody can deny 
that they brought results. 

“Tm not to blame!” shrieked Sam Gunter wildly, 
clutching at the inspector’s coat with his manacled hands. 
“Tm innocent! Piggott’s here, yes! I'll admit it! 
Conquest’s here, too—and the girl. My God! Perhaps 
you'll be just in time to save them!” His clutch became 
feverish. ‘‘ Piggott came here and threatened me with 
exposure unless I helped him! I didn’t want to help 
1 eS 


“What was that you said about saving Conquest and 
the girl?’ Mr. Williams’s voice was like a sizzle of cold 
lightning. ‘‘ What’s going on down here, anyway ? ” 

“ There’s a kiln—an old brick kiln,” babbled Sam 
Gunter, unable to keep his lower jaw in control. “ Con- 
quest and the girl are inside—trapped. Piggott’s there 
now—he’s going to torture them with radium... .” 

“ Hold this man, and hold him good!” snapped the 
inspector. ‘‘ Woodhouse, you come with me!” He pulled 
up short. ‘“‘ Better bring Gunter along, too—he’ll show us 


the way.” 
A soundless chuckle came from a clump of nearby 
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bushes. Norman Conquest and Joy emerged, and they 
watched the party hurrying off towards the old kiln. 

“We couldn’t shock the constabulary, including Sweet 
William, by appearing before them in this semi-nudist 
condition,” drawled Norman. “‘ Now’s our chance, young 
Pixie, to get indoors and grab some clothes. I think every- 
thing’s going to be all right.” 


CHAPTER THIRTY 
WORKING EXPENSES 


HUMPHREY Piacoort had reached the top of the kiln, and 
his preparations were complete. He had not brought the 
great leaden casket with him, but only a small metal 
lining—an inner case which contained the precious tube of 
radium. 

He knew just how he was going to fix the tube to the 
iron grille, so that the deadly rays shot downwards upon 
the two victims. But his first task was to bend over the 
crumbling old brickwork and flash his torchlight down 
into the interior. The beam slashed through the darkness, 
and splashed on the furnace floor . . . but there were no 
sprawling figures to be seen. 

““Impossible,’’ muttered Piggott impatiently. ‘‘ They 
can’t have recovered consciousness by this time. In any 
case, there’s no way in which they could have got out.” 

He was only irritated. His torchlight did not reach 
every yard of the floor space. Before climbing the ladder 
he had inspected the furnace door, and had found it just 
as he had left it. He leaned farther over, straining, but 
yet the patch of light did not reveal the senseless figures. 

“ Hell!” swore Humphrey Piggott. 

He swung his legs over the edge, and knelt down upon 
the rusty grating. Now he would be able to see every inch 
of floor space. .. . 

With a suddenness which took him utterly by surprise, 
the ancient grille cracked and splintered and broke... . 
He was nearly twice the weight of Joy. . . . Piggott made 
a wild clutch at the brickwork, but his fingers slithered 
uselessly. He fell sheer. 

A choking scream escaped his throat as he fell. 

Crash ! 

He struck the hard brick floor feet first, and he even 
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heard the dreadful snaps as both his legs were fractured. 
He dropped to the floor in a limp, shuddering heap, his 
whole body one nightmare of ghastly agony. That dread- 
ful pain lasted only for a few moments, and then it was 
succeeded by an awful numbness—a feeling that his legs 
were no longer attached to his body. 

But he had forgotten his legs. He had forgotten a 
broken wrist and a bleeding forehead where he had 
crashed it against the floor. He was staring with horrific 
fascination at the twinkling rays which winked at him 
from the floor, a yard or so away. 

Radium ! 

In a paroxysm of frenzy, he understood. The tube of 
radium had fallen with him—it had smashed—and the 
deadly element was scattered over the floor, and giving 
forth its death rays at such close quarters that there was 
no escape. Was it imagination, or could Piggott feel a 
terrible burning sensation just under his skin ? 

He screamed—once, twice. He tried to move, but his 
legs were paralysed and twisted and shattered. Not one 
single inch could he shift. 

He was caught in his own ghastly trap ! 

Another scream issued from his froth-flecked mouth, 
and the sounds went shuddering up into the moonlight. 
They were such screams that the blood of any listener 
would have turned cold. 

Mr. Williams heard them—vaguely at first, coming like 
the cry of some banshee on the night wind. Already 
running, he fairly tore along, his flesh creeping. 

““ It’s Conquest—it’s Conquest !” wailed Sam Gunter. 

“ By God! Piggott must be inflicting a strange brand 
of torture to make Conquest scream like that ! ” said Mr. 
Williams, between his teeth. 

They raced the last hundred yards, and saw the ladder 
against the brick kiln in the fitful moonlight. But they 
wasted no time. They dashed into the low building and 
wrenched the brick door open. Williams was about to 
enter when Gunter, just behind him, gave a horrified yell. 

“Look! Those twinkling lights on the floor!” he 
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panted. “ Radium! Shut the door and get out of there ! 
That stuff is worse than poison ! ” 

Mr. Williams ignored him. He flashed his torchlight 
into the kiin—and then his breath hissed suckingly be- 
tween his teeth. 

“Conquest and the girl aren’t here,” he rapped out. 
“ There’s only Piggott—and Piggott’s a raving maniac!” . 

He was wrong. Humphrey Piggott was a dead man. 
At that very second his screaming ceased, and he fell back 
into a quivering heap. Inspector Williams was a brave 
man. He dashed into the kiln, seized Piggott, and dragged 
him out. He knew, even as he was dragging, that the 
man was a shattered wreck. A very brief examination 
proved that his heart had ceased to beat. 

“Shock, by the look of it,’ muttered the inspector, 
brushing the sweat out of his eyes. ‘‘ Good heavens! 
What a ghastly business! But how did it happen? 
Where’s Conquest ? ”’ 

A quiet voice sounded from the shadows. 

“ So Piggott died from a dose of his own medicine, eh ? ”’ 
said Norman Conquest, moving lithely forward. ‘‘ That’s 
something we didn’t allow for, young Pixie. They call it 
poetic justice, don’t they ?” 

“Well, I’m damned!” Inspector Williams spoke 
thickly. “I race like hell all the way from London, break 
every speed law, and risk my neck a dozen times—all to 
save you from a ghastly fate! I might have known it! 
You didn’t need any saving at all!” 

“Which, Bill, is all you know!” said Norman 
steadily. “It’s nice to realise that if my own efforts had 
failed, you would have rallied round—and in time. And 
in any case, you should worry! You've got Piggott, and 
you’ve got the stolen radium, and you can write ° Finis 
to the Llandrood case ! ”’ 

“Yes, there’s that,” admitted Mr. Williams. ; 

“Don’t be too hard on Comrade Gunter,” continued 
Norman. ‘ Let him turn King’s Evidence, and then set 
him free. He wasn’t a party to the proposed murder 
binge, and I don’t think he willingly helped in the radium 
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pinch. There’s a glamour girl of sorts at the house, and 
she’s completely innocent. So don’t go making any fat- 
headed blunders.” 

And Norman Conquest rubbed his head reflectively. 
Louane was great at the strong-arm stuff, but Norman 
felt sure that her heart was in the right place. She had 
done it all for her man—and who can blame a girl for 
that ? 

There was only one point in the clearing up about 
which Inspector Williams never knew anything. Hum- 
phrey Piggott’s private fortune of thirty thousand pounds 
—his “ getaway ”’ cache—was never found. Mr. Williams 
never knew that it existed, so he did not even look for it. 

A fat lot of good looking for it, anyway—because 
Norman Conquest’s bandit fingers had seized it first. 
After all, the most altruistic of Trouble Hunters must 
have funds with which to carry on the good work. 


THE END 
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